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AbstrAct
This comparative research concerns two kinds of furniture. One is Finnish modern furniture. 
The works of Alvar Aalto, Eero Aarnio and Yrjö Kukkapuro were taken as research samples. 
The other is Chinese Ming-style furniture, the hardwood furniture which was originally 
produced in the Suzhou1 area, and that existed between the sixteenth and the early eight-
eenth centuries. The aim of this research is to answer the following question: How and why 
does Finnish modern furniture have a similar form to Chinese Ming-style furniture even 
though they are from different periods and locations with dissimilar backgrounds? 
This main research question is answered at the end of this research work. First, the two 
social ideologies of “democracy” and “feudalism” in the two countries are not absolute. 
Some adjustments on the two concepts in design had been made by Finnish designers and 
the Chinese literati. It could be seen as a compromise in the two different cultures and a 
premise for those people to understand each other. Second, there is an introverted culture 
in common, making people reflect on their own history and life. The mood of nostalgia 
which is caused by an introverted character led Finnish designers to solve the problem 
brought by Modernism: “the end of local cultures” to some extent. No matter how much 
popular philosophy was changed by the Enlightenment, the nostalgia and vernacular emo-
tion in Ming-style furniture could not be changed. Third, the two design principles stuck to 
a consistent universal value, for example a respect for nature, being simple in design and 
the method of modular design. It is possible, and even necessary, for designers of different 
styles to have these unchanging requirements. Fourth, the opportunity to recreate was of-
fered by the two kinds of furniture. Finnish modern furniture had its independent design 
idea when it took influence from Ming-style furniture. The opportunity to be recreated was 
also left by Ming-style furniture, as the aesthetic advantage of Ming-style furniture is on 
the spiritual level; those spiritual abstract concepts could be embodied by various forms of 
newly designed modern furniture.
All in all, in explaining the similarity between the two kinds of furniture, the similar 
design idea is one fact and influence is the other. The most essential thing is that the two 
kinds of furniture make the positive influence possible. 
1 Suzhou (苏州): a city in the southern regions of the Yangzi River in China and belongs to the Yangzi 
Delta.
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The comparative research method was used in this research and was complemented 
by grounded theory. Two directions are followed in the research process. One is parallel 
study, to compare various aspects between the two kinds of furniture: from the design 
phenomenon to design principle and deeper cultural meaning. The other direction investi-
gates the influence that is the external reason for their similarity. 
I made the following summary for carrying out the parallel study, after comparing and 
analysing the material, form and function of the two kinds of furniture: 1. Both kinds of 
furniture used wood as the main material. Ordinary woods were used in Finnish modern 
furniture, whereas Ming-style furniture used hardwoods. This difference was led by their 
design views on the value of wood. 2. The decoration of the two kinds of furniture is con-
cise and combines a functional structure. 3. The curved line, concise decoration and the 
simple structure of the two kinds of furniture are the apparent visual similarities. 4. Both 
kinds of furniture had a scientific structure, a respect for the nature of material and a rea-
sonable structure i.e. a practical function, obeying the rules of ergonomics.
As to the design principle, Alvar Aalto’s design idea was the main focus. The study of 
his design principle and his and other Finnish designers’ works show that the existing con-
cept, Organic Functionalism, is relatively the best one to cover all characteristics of Finnish 
modern furniture. Artistic Pragmatism, as the design principle of Ming-style furniture, 
was summarised according to the literati’s philosophic and aesthetic thinking in the Ming 
Dynasty (1368-1644) at a time when aesthetic spirit played an important role in Chinese 
art and design. Being guided by their design principles, the two kinds of furniture are 
simple, plain and in harmony with the surroundings. The differences between the two are 
that Finnish modern furniture was designed for ordinary human life and there was a close 
kinship between manual and mass production; Ming-style furniture was designed for the 
middle and upper classes and was made only by hand tools. The difference in target group 
is a significant discovery. It is demonstrated by the ways of choosing woods and hints at 
some facts concerning the main social ideologies in the two countries.
When it comes to cultural content, social ideology was discussed. The prominent dif-
ference is that modern Finland is paying attention to building an equal society, whereas 
in the Ming and Qing dynasties China was practicing a system of hierarchy in social and 
family life. From the viewpoint of aesthetics, the characters of the two kinds of furniture 
such as curved line and concise decoration show that people in the two countries love 
nature and obey natural law in furniture design and production. It is worth mentioning 
that Taoism, being a philosophical supplement with a democratic and aesthetic spirit, 
played an important role in Chinese art and design. The research on national character 
shows that being introverted is the general character of the people of the two countries. 
They focus on training the internal driving force and feeling; they value their private 
family life. 
The investigation into influence started with searching for the connection between Chi-
na and Europe in general. Then it went from the connection between China and Sweden 
to the influence of Chinese culture on Finnish culture. This is because Sweden once had a 
close commercial relationship with China in the eighteenth century; Sweden and Finland 
were at one time one country. The concepts of Chinoiserie, Sinology and Chinesism were 
mentioned in this chapter, which reflected the Chinese influence on the Western world, 
including Finland.
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In the process of this research, some essential or hot spot design questions were dis-
cussed that need to be discussed more deeply and broadly in future: What is the relation-
ship between form and function? How can designers be influenced by a work and not 
copy it? If imitation is one of the results of being influenced, to what extent is imitation 
acceptable? Furthermore, another question is worth asking: Where is the real opportunity 
to promote the design ideas of Ming-style furniture in modern life? 
Keywords: Finnish modern furniture; Ming-style furniture; Organic Functionalism; Ar-
tistic Pragmatism; form and function in design; influence and similarity in design; design 
principle; design method; manufacturing method; comparative research method; design 
aesthetics; national character; Taoism; Alvar Aalto; Eero Aarnio; Yrjö Kukkapuro 
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tiiVistELMÄ
Tämä vertaileva tutkimus käsittelee kahdenlaisia huonekaluja: suomalaisia moderneja 
huonekaluja, joista tutkimusotokseen kuului Alvar Aallon, Eero Aarnion ja Yrjö Kukka-
puron töitä, sekä kiinalaisia kovapuusta tehtyjä Ming-tyylin huonekaluja. Jälkimmäisiä 
huonekaluja tuotettiin alunperin Suzhoun2 alueella, ja ne sijoittuvat 1500-luvulta 1700-lu-
vun alkuun. Tutkimuksen tavoitteena on vastata kysymykseen “Miten ja miksi suoma-
laisilla moderneilla huonekaluilla on samanlainen muoto kuin kiinalaisilla Ming-tyylin 
huonekaluilla, vaikka ne ovat eri aikakausilta ja eri paikoista, joilla on erilaiset taustat?”
Tähän päätutkimuskysymykseen vastataan tutkimuksen lopussa. Ensimmäiseksi, kak-
si yhteiskunnallista ideologiaa, demokratia ja feodalismi, eivät ole Suomessa ja Kiinassa 
absoluuttisia. Tämän voidaan nähdä olevan kompromissi näissä kahdessa erilaisessa kult-
tuurissa ja peruste ihmisille toistensa ymmärtämiseksi. Toiseksi, sisäänpäinkääntynyt kult-
tuuri on yhteinen piirre. Kolmanneksi, molempien tyylien design-periaatteet pitivät kiinni 
yhdenmukaisesta yleismaailmallisesta arvosta. Neljänneksi, molemmat huonekalutyylit 
tarjosivat mahdollisuuden uudelleenluomiseen. Suomalaisilla moderneilla huonekaluilla 
oli oma riippumaton design-ideansa niiden ottaessa vaikutteita Ming-tyylin huonekalu-
ista. Ming-tyylin huonekalut myös jättivät mahdollisuuden uudelleenluomiseen.
Kaiken kaikkiaan, selitettäessä näiden kahden huonekalutyylin samankaltaisuuksia, 
yksi tekijä on samankaltainen design-idea ja toinen on vaikutus. Tärkein asia on, että mol-
emmat huonekalutyylit mahdollistavat myönteisen vaikutuksen.
Tutkimuksessa käytettiin vertailevaa tutkimusmetodia, jota täydennettiin ankkuroi-
dulla teorialla. Tutkimusprosessissa seurataan kahta suuntaa. Yksi näistä on rinnakkaist-
utkimus, jossa vertaillaan tutkimuksessa olevien kahdenlaisten huonekalujen eri näkökul-
mia. Toinen suunta tarkastelee vaikutteita, jotka ovat huonekalujen samankaltaisuuden 
ulkoinen syy.
Rinnakkaistutkimuksessa huonekalujen materiaalin, muodon ja toimintojen vertailun 
ja analysoinnin jälkeen: 1. Molemmissa huonekaluissa käytettiin puuta päämateriaalina. 
Suomalaisissa moderneissa huonekaluissa käytettiin tavallista puuta, kun taas Ming-
tyylin huonekaluissa käytettiin kovapuuta. 2. Molemmissa huonekaluissa koristelu on ni-
ukkaa ja yhdistyy toiminnalliseen rakenteeseen. 3. Selviä visuaalisia yhtäläisyyksiä ovat 
2 Suzhou (苏州): kaupunki Kiinassa, Jangtsejoen eteläisellä alueella. Kuuluu Jangtsejoen suistoon. 
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kaareva linja, niukka koristelu ja huonekalujen yksinkertainen rakenne. 4. Molemmilla 
huonekaluilla oli tieteellinen rakenne.
Design-periaatetta koskien pääpainopiste oli Alvar Aallon design-idealla. Tutkimus 
hänen design-periaatteistaan ja hänen ja muiden suomalaisten suunnittelijoiden työt os-
oittavat, että olemassa oleva käsite, orgaaninen funktionalismi (Organic Functionalism), 
on suhteellisesti paras kattamaan kaikki suomalaisten modernien huonekalujen piirteet. 
Ming-tyylin huonekalujen design-periaatteena toimii artistinen pragmatismi (Artistic Prag-
matism), josta tehtiin yhteenveto Ming-dynastian ajan (1368–1644) oppineiden filosofisen ja 
esteettisen ajattelun mukaan. Omien design-periaatteidensa ohjaamina nämä kahdenlaiset 
huonekalut ovat yksinkertaisia, pelkistettyjä ja sopusoinnussa ympäristön kanssa. Niillä 
on kuitenkin eri kohderyhmät.
Kulttuurisista sisällöistä puhuttaessa merkittävin ero on se, että nykyajan Suomi kiin-
nittää huomiota tasa-arvoisen yhteiskunnan rakentamiseen, kun taas Ming-ja Qing-dynas-
tioiden aikana Kiinassa oli vallalla hierarkinen järjestelmä sekä yhteiskunnallisessa että 
perhe-elämässä. Estetiikan näkökulmasta katsottuna, molempien huonekalujen piirteissä 
on nähtävissä, että ihmiset Suomessa ja Kiinassa rakastavat luontoa ja noudattavat luon-
nolakia huonekalujen suunnittelussa ja tuotannossa. Tutkimus kansallisista piirteistä osoit-
taa, että ihmiset Kiinassa ja Suomessa keskittyvät harjoittamaan sisäistä pakottavaa tarvetta 
ja tunnetta; he arvostavat yksityistä perhe-elämäänsä.
Vaikutuksen tutkiminen alkoi etsimällä yhteyksiä yleisesti Kiinan ja Euroopan välillä. 
Seuraavaksi tutkittiin Kiinan ja Ruotsin välisiä yhteyksiä ja kiinalaisen kulttuurin vaiku-
tuksia suomalaiseen kulttuuriin. Syy tähän on se, että Ruotsilla oli läheiset kauppasuhteet 
Kiinaan 1700-luvulla, jolloin Suomi oli osa Ruotsia. Käsitteet kineseria, sinologia ja Chi-
nesism mainittiin tässä kappaleessa, mikä kuvasti Kiinan vaikutusta länsimaihin Suomi 
mukaan lukien.
Tutkimusprosessin aikana käsiteltiin muutamia tärkeitä design-kysymyksiä, mutta nii-
hin tulisi perehtyä syvällisemmin ja laajemmin tulevaisuudessa. Näitä kysymyksiä ovat: 
Mikä on muodon ja toiminnallisuuden välinen suhde? Miten suunnittelijat voivat saada 
vaikutteita jostakin työstä kopioimatta sitä? Näiden lisäksi myös seuraava kysymys on 
pohtimisen arvoinen: Missä nykypäivänä on todellisesti mahdollista tuoda esiin Ming-
tyylin huonekalujen design-ideoita?
Avainsanat: Suomalaiset modernit huonekalut, Ming-tyylin huonekalut, orgaaninen funk-
tionalismi, artistinen pragmatismi, muoto ja toiminnot suunnittelussa, vaikutteet ja saman-
kaltaisuus suunnittelussa, design-periaate, design-metodi, valmistusmetodi, vertaileva 
tutkimusmetodi, design-estetiikka, kansallispiirre, taolaisuus, Alvar Aalto, Eero Aarnio, 
Yrjö Kukkapuro
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11 Introduction: Research 
Question, Methodology and 
Research Background
This research concerns two countries, modern Finland and Ming Dynasty China. Being 
located in Northern Europe, Finland is one of the Nordic Countries3. It once belonged to 
Sweden from the middle of the twelfth century to 1809, after which it was incorporated 
into Russia till 1917 when Finland declared itself independent. Located in Eastern Asia, 
China is the biggest Asian country with over 4200 years of history. It is worth mentioning 
that the national territorial area of China in the Ming Dynasty was smaller than it is today. 
       
Fig.1 Map of modern Finland  Fig.2 Map of China in the seventeenth century 
(Webpage, Maps of World)    (Webpage, Villanova University)                       
There are two important concepts in this research: Finnish modern furniture and Chinese 
Ming-style furniture. Both Finnish modern furniture and Chinese Ming-style furniture 
represent the highest level in furniture design for their respective time periods. Finnish 
modern furniture is ranked among the highest in the world today, whereas the Chinese 
Ming-style furniture was representative of the zenith during the sixteenth and early eight-
eenth centuries and even has its place in modern times. Finnish modern furniture and 
Ming-style furniture are similar to each other. Features of Finnish modern furniture coin-
cide with those of Chinese Ming-style furniture: the nature of the wood, strongly circuitous 
3 "Nordic Countries” is a political geography term that refers in particular to the five countries in the 
Nordic Council: Denmark, Sweden, Norway, Finland and Iceland including the Faroe Islands. 
2lines, elegant adornments and precise structures. This interesting and important design 
phenomenon makes it necessary to continue the comparative research between the two 
kinds of furniture. 
1.1 thE concEpt of finnish ModErn furniturE And chinEsE 
Ming-styLE furniturE
1.1.1 Introduction to finnish modern furniture
Finnish modern furniture belongs to the Nordic School, which refers to furniture which 
was designed and made from the early twentieth century onwards. In the early twentieth 
century, the Nordic School (it is the so-called Scandinavian School4) appeared. The design-
ers of the Nordic School mainly came from Sweden, Denmark and Finland. In his work, 
The Aesthetics of Household Object, published in Stockholm in 1919, Gregor Paulsson claimed 
that “objects for everyday use should be given a form appropriate to the possibilities of-
fered by the new techniques of production and not imitate the style of the preindustrial 
culture of handicraft. …This would make possible the emergence of a new form of crea-
tive expression founded on the criteria of simplicity and beauty”. His principle was called 
by his colleagues the “socialization of aesthetic values” (Wildbagen, 1991, 148). This idea 
was to be taken up by the four organisations that were set up to promote the applied arts 
in each of the Nordic countries. Nordic designers would like to increase the well-being 
of humanity. They use plenty of wood as the main material in architecture and furniture 
design, put more emphasis on having a feeling of handcraft when using modern machine 
techniques and used curved-lined structures. 
According to design history, Finnish modern furniture design went together with Mod-
ernism, Postmodernism and other schools that followed Modernism. The features in differ-
ent phases were not the same; they even looked very different. As Pekka Korvenmaa said, 
it is increasingly hard to define the characters of Finnish design (see Korvenmaa, 2012, 
230). It is a problem of how to grasp this concept which has a 100-year time span. Hence 
the choosing of research objects should be a focused work since the data field is so big. 
Hermerén believes that “it is obviously much easier to check whether there are similari-
ties between two individual works of art than it is to check whether there are similarities 
between two groups of works of art” (Hermerén, 1975, 16). Therefore for research conveni-
ence, I narrowed down the scope by choosing three individuals as main samples in my 
dissertation. They are Alvar Aalto, Eero Aarnio and Yrjö Kukkapuro.5 
Alvar Aalto (1898-1976) was a great architect, town planner and designer of furniture, 
lighting, textiles and glass. He was born in Kuortane and studied architecture at the Hel-
sinki University of Technology (see Byars, 1994, 11). At the end of the 1920s he started to 
4  "Scandinavia" is a geographic term. It means the Scandinavian Peninsula, referring to Norway and 
Sweden. Culturally, Scandinavia also includes Denmark. Sometimes people deem Finland, Iceland 
and Faroe Islands (autonomous country within the Kingdom of Denmark) Scandinavian countries too 
because of their similar historical and cultural backgrounds. 
5 More detailed historical contents of Finnish modern furniture will be introduced in the Literature 
Review (see 1.4.1).
3research the organic style in architecture and modern international furniture design. The 
beauty of his work is the harmony of the human being, nature and architecture (Fig.3 and 
Fig.4). Yrjö Kukkapuro (1933- ) was born in Vyborg and studied at the Helsinki Institute 
of Crafts and Design (see ibid, 308). He was influenced by Ilmari Tapiovaara (1944-1999), 
but he uses some new materials such as steel and plastics and bamboo. Before Kukkapuro, 
the impression in people’s minds of Finnish furniture was of wooden furniture and the 
furniture made from plywood which was represented by Aalto’s design work. Kukkapuro 
changed this impression by studying plastics and steel and using them in design (Fig.5). 
The principles of ergonomics, ecology and aesthetics which he emphasises in his design 
already became the design principles of the Nordic School. Eero Aarnio (1932- ) is another 
designer who was as famous as Kukkapuro in the 1960s, and they are currently both well 
known. He studied at the Institute of Industrial Arts (see ibid, 12). Over the years he has 
being bold in experimenting with new forms and has tried to bypass the so-called rules 
of Modernism; he has gradually turned to an unconventional, Pop-art taste new style in 
expressing the contemporary features of Finnish furniture design (Fig.6). He has used the 
“art-oriented” idea as a starting point for his furniture design. He is well known for his 
plastic and fiberglass furniture. If Kukkapuro’s furniture could be said to pay attention to 
function, then Aarnio could be seen as a romanticist. His design works look like toys more 
than serious furniture, giving people the feeling of a relaxing life. 
      
 Fig.3 K65 High Chair, by Alvar Aalto                         Fig.4 Cantilever Chair, by Alvar Aalto 
Fig.5 Experiment Collection,     Fig.6 Pastilli Chair and Mushroom 
Stool, by Yrjö Kukkapuro      by Eero Aarnio  
     
41.1.2 Definition and classification of Ming-style furniture
Chinese furniture has existed since the Shang Dynasty (around 1600-1046 BC). In ancient 
China, people used to sit on the floor or sit with downward feet on a chair or stool. In the 
Tang Dynasty (618-907), the manner of sitting on the floor was gradually replaced by sit-
ting with downward feet. In the Song Dynasty (960-1276), Chinese furniture started to 
become mature and Chinese people formally entered an age of sitting with downward feet. 
Following this the functional characteristics of furniture became increasingly distinct and 
furniture making technology progressed. Tall furniture became popular and developed in 
the Song Dynasty and the Yuan Dynasty (1206-1368) and flourished in the middle of the 
Ming Dynasty. The development process of Chinese ancient furniture evolved from hav-
ing a short shape to a tall shape, from a simple form to a complicated form and back to a 
plain form and original classic elegance; from focusing on utility to the perfect integration 
of having a beautiful appearance and utility (see Handler, 2001, 9-24). 
Ming-style furniture means the hardwood furniture which was originally produced in 
the Suzhou area and that existed between the sixteenth and the early eighteenth centuries, 
i.e. from the middle-later period of the Ming Dynasty to the middle of the Qing Dynasty 
(1644-1911), the Qianlong era (1735-1796). The fact that the Ming Dynasty was replaced by 
the Qing Dynasty did not change the general style of Ming furniture. In the early Qing Dy-
nasty, Chinese furniture still inherited the Ming style, and the structure had no significant 
difference to that of the Ming Dynasty. Therefore, Ming-style furniture can be divided into 
Ming-style made in the Ming Dynasty and Ming-style made in the Qing Dynasty.6
Ming-style furniture, made and created by the masters of carpentry and the literati in 
the Ming and Qing dynasties on the basis of the furniture designs of previous dynasties, 
was a famous traditional furniture design with its pure form and apparent characteristics. 
It was stabilised and special due to combining art, science and practicality as an organic 
whole. Yrjö Kukkapuro holds the opinion that the Chinese design tradition could be said to 
be the best in the world and that Ming-style furniture is the proof of this (see Fang, 1999, 24). 
Ming-style furniture can be generally sorted into chairs and stools, tables, beds, cabi-
nets, screens, stands and supports as well as miscellaneous types for decoration etc. The 
6  The definition of Ming-style furniture is still a controversial issue. The above strict definition of 
Ming-style furniture which is supported by Pu Anguo (see Pu, 1999, 4-6) is challenged by Chen Zeng-
bi, the famous Chinese expert of Ming-style furniture. He believes that all furniture in the fifteenth 
to seventeenth centuries can be called Ming-style furniture, including the painted surface furniture, 
the ordinary wooden furniture and the bamboo furniture, no matter whether it was made from hard-
woods or ordinary woods, or found in a upper class or an ordinary family (see Chen, 1982, 24). This 
opinion is also held by many researchers.  Although both opinions make sense, I chose to agree with 
Pu Anguo. The analysis on material, form, decoration, function, design idea and social ideology and 
aesthetical characteristics in the following chapters will support my opinion. For example, the deli-
cate and durable decoration depends on the good quality of hardwood. The choosing of expensive 
hardwood was because of the strong purchasing power of people in the high social class, but not the 
ordinary families, as some researchers believe. The real systematically designed Ming-style furniture 
should belong to the middle class or upper class in the Ming and Qing dynasties, who had the ability 
to afford hardwoods (see Li & Wang, 1996, 260). Consequently, the aesthetic taste of the elite was put 
into Ming-style furniture. They appreciated furniture which looks as fresh as when a “lotus comes 
from water” (Zhong, 1937, 10). This taste is totally different from furniture with rich and resplendent 
decoration which could be found in some families of that time. “Ming-style furniture” is a concept of 
style, but not a concept of time. Without defining its form, material and technology strictly, it is hard 
for people to grasp the beauty of form and technology and keep the purity of Ming-style furniture; it 
is also hard for researchers to collect research data in a certain scope.
5chairs and stools are all feet-downward sitting appliances, which constitute a typical com-
bination of Ming-style furniture together with tall tables. The Backrest Chair7 (Fig.7) with-
out armrests is the most common type of chair. The armchair which is called the Official’s 
Hat Chair8 (Fig.8) is considered as being the basic typical Ming-style furniture. The Cross-
leg Chair (Fig.9) was used mostly by those in authority or the heads of families. Fig.10 
shows the unique form of the stool: Drum Stool9. The Canopy Bed10 (Fig.11) combines a 
bed and canopy, and the Alcove Bed11 combines a bed, canopy and step porch. The Luohan 
Couch12 (Fig.12) is smaller and narrower. It is a very exquisite piece of bi-functional fur-
niture for sitting and sleeping. The chest, cabinet and closet are all storage furniture. This 
category also includes the Antique-and-Curio Shelf13, and book shelf (Fig.13), etc. 
                          
Fig.7 Backrest Chair      Fig.8 Official’s Hat Chair    Fig.9 Cross-leg Chair          Fig.10 Drum Stool  
Fig.11 Canopy Bed          Fig.12 Luohan Couch                                   Fig.13 Shelf
The following paintings describe how Ming-style furniture was used in its time (Fig.14, 
Fig.15 and Fig.16):
7 Backrest Chair: 靠背椅 (kao bei yi).
8 Official’s Hat Chair: 官帽椅 (guan mao yi).
9 Drum Stool: 鼓墩 (gu dun).
10 Canopy Bed: 架子床 (jia zi chuang).
11 Alcove Bed: 拔步床 (ba bu chuang).
12 Luohan Couch: 罗汉床 (luo han chuang).
13 Antique-and-Curio Shelf: 博古架 (bo gu jia).
6              
Fig.14 Painting: East Garden        Fig.15 Illustration of  Fig.16 Painting: Enjoyful
(part) (Liu & Yang, 2002, 232),     Jin Ping Mei15 (part)   Meeting in Apricot Orchard
by Wen Zhengming14,                    (Zhu, 2008, 48),  (part) (Webpage, 5tu),
Drum Stool is shown.         Backrest Chair and   by Xie Huan,
           Cross-leg Chair are shown. Luohan Couch is shown.
1.1.3 Some definitions of concept in research
There are some key words and concepts in the title of this dissertation and its chapters. 
Some of them are complex concepts, and some of them are proper nouns. It is necessary to 
give them definitions or explanations to make sure that the reader can understand what I 
am referring to when I mention these words and concepts in this work.
Design: It has a broad meaning. “The term ‘design’ is used both in the sense of project 
and of product” (Wildbagen, 1991, 148). On the one hand, it means a mental plan or scheme 
conceived in the mind and intended for subsequent execution. On the other hand, it specifi-
cally means a plan in art, a preliminary sketch for a picture, other work of art, a building 
or decorative work, after which the actual structure or texture is to be completed (see Mur-
ray, 1989, 519). According to the slogan at the Copenhagen Design Center, design is the 
approach and answer to challenges with everything in mind. It is a creative activity and it 
can be said that “design has many faces: if on the one hand it pursues an elitist quest for the 
charisma of distinction, on the other it loudly proclaims a deep-rooted desire for democrati-
zation” (Castelnuovo, 1990, 11). In this dissertation design refers to creating a new form and 
function for furniture. It relates to the design principle and the ideology of designers. Both 
of the opposite purposes (for elitist and for democratisation) will be discussed.
Style: Is a main impression in people’s eyes and minds about an object(s). In design, 
many factors constitute a main style. In detail style includes: material, form, structure, 
colour, function and even aesthetic taste and manner. Social psychologist and design re-
searcher Mirja Kälviäinen holds that: “taste in products is about these intuitively and so-
cially interpreted qualities such as emotional bonds, familiarity, aspirations, dreams, senti-
14 Wen Zhenming (文徵明, 1470-1559): one of the four most famous painters in the Ming Dynasty. He 
was born into an official family. He studied literature and painting from childhood. His official career 
did not go well as he felt dirty in official circles, and weary in writing in a routine. He then resigned 
from political life and went back to his hometown, enjoying his life by writing poems and painting 
with friends.
15 Jin Ping Mei (金瓶梅): a novel in the Ming Dynasty.
7mentality, embodied aesthetics, general ‘feel’ and personality” (Kälviäinen, 2002, 75). Thus, 
style is a big concept. A designer’s personal style, a design works’ group style and a series 
of a design style in a certain period can be shown in design works. 
Form: In design form means the appearance and characteristics of an object, including 
its physical shape, size, colour, material, temperature, decoration and also tactile impres-
sion. Hegel argued in 1832: “Our sensuous appreciation of art concentrates upon the given 
‘appearance’-the ‘form’. It is this that holds our attention and that gives to the work of art 
its peculiar individuality” (op. cit. NEB, 1994, Vol.13, 13). We usually tend to seek in form 
a conceptual content. The glamour of form is that it not only presents an appearance of an 
object but also attracts us to search for the meaning which hides in form.  
Function: It is practical use and ability of design work. Function is the fundamental es-
sence of a product. Form is the hint of function. It is a universal agreement of modern design-
ers that form and function have a close relationship. One cannot be independent of the other. 
Functionalism: It is “a philosophical, symbolic, social and economic approach to archi-
tecture and design whereby form is arrived at through its intended function”. Furthermore, 
with his motto ‘form follows function’, American architect Louis Sullivan is considered the 
founder of the twentieth century Functionalism and, “there is no clear distinction between 
Rationalism and Functionalism” (Byars, 1994, 200). Rauno Lahtinen describes Functional-
ism like this: “the function of the building, i.e. its purpose, the way it was used and the way 
it worked, were of the first importance. The external form of the building had to reflect 
what was inside it. At the same time, a functional, sensible and workable building was also 
beautiful. Rational, sentient beings who used their common sense did not look for decora-
tion, but expected a functional solution” (Lahtinen, 2011, 48). In product design, designers 
of Functionalism firstly emphasise the request of practical use, getting rid of the tendency 
of expressing traditional and stylistic factors as much as possible. The aim of Functionalism 
is to lift people’s standard of life by using a rational design and product process, such as 
standardisation and serialisation. This kind of design and production started in the 1920s 
(see Korvenmaa, 2012, 79-81). Later on, in the 1930s, this cold, technological approach was 
critised by a number of people including Alvar Aalto.
Design principle: Danish furniture designer Hans J. Wegner (1914-2007) said that in de-
sign “the important thing is to state a theme…and to take it all the way” (op. cit. Bernsen, 
1995, 97). Wegner’s theme could be understood here as the design principle. It is important 
in art and design work. Juhani Pallasmaa holds that “great artists rarely speak of the di-
mension of freedom in their work. They emphasize the role of restrictions and constraints 
in the shaping of their personality and style. Rather than speak of any longing for freedom, 
they bring forth the disciplined, radition-bound character of their art of form (see Pallas-
maa, 2012a, 51). However design principle is not as strict as a law but is a flexible general 
design consideration for designers. It is a designer’s consciousness and main idea. Design 
principle takes its shape from a designer’s way of thinking, educational background and 
spiritual pursuit. As such, it is a guideline in design and normally gives a designer’s work 
a distinguishing personal style. 
Design method: It is a more tangible approach in the design process for a designer to 
plan his design principle in detail. It is limited or encouraged by a certain design principle 
and scientific technique. Usually, many practical design methods match one general design 
principle. One design principle could be deducted by a series of design methods. 
8Manufacturing method: Almost the last step in the creative process is to realise a design-
er’s design principle and design method. In my research, there are mainly two manufac-
turing methods: mass production and manual production. Traditional manual production 
has some character of experiment. Some technical renovations or problems in design plan 
could or could not be solved in different manufacturing methods. Thus, there should be 
an efficient communication between workers and designers to modify their works in time. 
Modernism16 and Postmodernism: Modernism is a complicated cultural concept. In this 
dissertation I only concentrate on the design of Modernism. From the early years of the 
twentieth century to the 1970s, it objected to design only for the minority of elites. Its ideo-
logical characters are to be democratic, economical and Utopian. The visual characters of 
design work in Modernism are to be based on Functionalism, simple geometrical forms 
without decoration (see Wang, 2002a, 107-109). Because of the extremely rational thought 
behind it, Modernistic design works had a lack of human feeling and local flavour, and 
instead had the tendency of the International-style.
In a broad sense, Postmodernism means various cultural criticisms on Modernism. 
Here I use the narrow sense of Postmodernism: based on Modernism and the Internation-
al-style, using historical decoration elements in design works, giving them a richer visual 
effect. This design trend had its downswing in the middle1990s (see ibid, 320-321). 
Culture and cultural meaning system: Culture is one of the most complicated concepts. In 
the New Encyclopedia Britannica, culture can be defined as “behavior peculiar to Homo 
Sapiens, together with material objects used as an integral part of this behavior; specifi-
cally, culture consists of language, ideas, beliefs, customs, codes, institutions, tools, tech-
niques, works of art, rituals, ceremonies, and so on” (1994, Vol.16, 874). This is a quite 
general definition. 
In a narrow sense, when the concept of culture is mentioned, it is seen as a cerebral, 
or certainly a cognitive category. In this way, Chris Jenks describes that “culture becomes 
intelligible as a general state of mind. It carries with it the idea of perfection, a goal or an as-
piration of individual human achievement or emancipation” (Jenks, 1993, 11). Concretely, 
“culture viewed as the collective body of arts and intellectual work within any one soci-
ety…and carries along with sense of particularity, exclusivity, elitism, specialist knowledge 
and training or socialization” (ibid, 12). 
In a broad sense, culture can be seen as a collection of many small phenomena in daily 
life, the whole way of life. A number of scholars hold this view. Raymond Williams asserts 
that “culture is ordinary”, it describes a particular way of life “which express certain mean-
ings and values not only in art and learning but also in institutions and ordinary behavior” 
(Williams, 1961, 57). Tim Edensor believes that culture “is constantly in a process of becom-
ing, of emerging out of the dynamism of popular culture and everyday life whereby peo-
ple make and remake connections between the local and the national, between the national 
and the global, between the everyday and the extraordinary” (Edensor, 2002, no page). 
Some researchers describe culture in both ways. Clyde Kluckhohn has defined numer-
ous ways for example (op. cit. Geertz, 1973, 4-5). Edalat Nemati also explains culture by 
16 In this discussion, I deem the three concepts of Modernism, Rationalism and Functionalism the 
same meaning. The reason is that: Modernism is a huge cultural concept, but focusing on the topic of 
form and function in design, Modernism advocated Rationalism and Functionalism. Rationalism and 
Functionalism became the principle and expression of design in Modernism.  
9including the two ways: “The civilization achievements are normally categorized in two 
different groups of material and immaterial”. …“Practical experience of the material, social 
objective is called as a civilization and the mental aspect of spiritual experiences, spiritual 
and personal is called culture” (Nemati, 2012, 1717-1720). In my opinion his narration is 
clearer than Kluckhohn’s. I believe that there is a causal relationship between Nemati’s 
“civilisation” and “culture”. In his understanding, “culture” could be seen as the motiva-
tion of the “civilisation”; “civilisation” could be seen as the expressive result of “culture”. 
Every product should have a motivation. Vice versa, every motivation always wants to 
find a way of expression. In furniture design, concrete form is the way of expression, and 
the function could be seen as the motivation. But if we see it in a macro view, both form 
and function are the ways of expression, and cultural meaning is the final motivations. In 
my research, I try to search and analyse for cultural meaning as broadly as possible. Then 
I use the concept of “cultural meaning system” here and try to compare and analyse the 
two cultural meaning systems: Finnish and Chinese. According to Clifford Geertz: “Cul-
tural analysis is (or should be) guessing at meanings, assessing the guesses, and drawing 
explanatory conclusions from the better guesses” (Geertz, 1973, 20).17 
1.2  rEsEArch quEstion 
The aim of the present study is to find out: how and why are Finnish modern furniture and 
Chinese Ming-style furniture existent in different periods and locations with dissimilar 
backgrounds but similar forms? In answering this central question, I must make the fol-
lowing questions clear:
1. What are the forms of the two? Form is the most obvious cue for researchers to 
search for what is hidden in an object. It is static and cannot speak like a mouth, 
but can express everything if we respect it and research it in a proper way. It was 
the form of the two kinds of furniture that raised the current comparative study. 
2. What are the functions of the two? Furniture is made for using. Function refers to 
the user’s action, habit, lifestyle and the other important thing of: how do design-
ers want the user to use? Structure is the keyword in this part of the comparison. 
Different function leads to different structure and form.
3. Are there any design principles of the two? What are they? Some designers have 
proposed design principles which were guidelines or summaries of their works. 
But some designers have not yet summed up their own design principles. Part of 
my work is trying to find certain design principles in designers’ works from my 
view point and data no matter whether they are new or even existing.
4. Users’ requests of being comfortable are the sources of function of furniture; and 
users’ requests of approaching beauty are the sources of form of furniture. How 
does furniture cater to human beings’ physical requirements as well as their re-
quirements for aesthetics? In other words, what are the opinions on the relation-
ship between form and function of the two kinds of furniture? 
17 I have done this in chapter 4 and chanper 6.
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5. What role does the concept of nature play in the two furniture designs? The con-
cept of nature includes two things: one is the harmony between humans and na-
ture in an aesthetical way18; the other is the harmony between humans and nature 
in an ecological sense19. Although the latter is more practical and urgent, the for-
mer is the base. If human beings love nature and have a harmonious friendship 
with nature they will protect nature from being treated ecologically improperly.
6. Do the two kinds of furniture have cultural meanings? What cultural meanings 
do they have? Looking for cultural meaning is one of the most important tasks of 
this research. It makes research of practical design work more meaningful.  
7. Is there any relationship or connection in history between the two kinds of furni-
ture? “The similarities between works of art are often used to support the claim 
that one of these works influenced the other” (Hermerén, 1975, 16). Is the influ-
ence existent? Or are the two kinds of furniture similar by accident? Answering 
these questions is the other important task of this research. 
8. What is the difference between influence and copy in furniture design? In furni-
ture design, influence and copy are two confusable concepts. Although they are 
totally different from each other in quality, they have a similar appearance with 
the objects of reference. If a work influenced another one, to what extent is the 
influence proper, and to what extent can it be called a copy or plagiary? How do 
designers make a distinction between the two? On the topic of influence Göran 
Hermerén has discussed this in detail in his book Influence in Art and Literature 
(1975). Inspired by him, I try to describe my opinion in the end of this research.
Joseph W. Meeker said in 1972: “When we experience a great work of art we often as-
sume that the artist is trying to ‘tell us something’” (op. cit. Sepänmaa, 1993, 52). Generally 
speaking, all of questions above can be summed up by one sentence that: try to discover 
what is exposed by furniture. Does the form of furniture really “tell” us the designer’s in-
tention? By using, for example, a poem, W. K. Wimsatt and M. C. Beardsley argued: “The 
poem is not the critic’s own and not the author’s (it is detached from the author at birth and 
goes about the world beyond his power to intend about it or control it). The poem belongs 
to the public” (Wimsatt & Beardsley, 1946, 470). It is remarkable that sometimes (even most 
of time) the interpreter misunderstands or distorts the designer’s idea, makes a “fallacy” 
(ibid). Absolutely, it is impossible to discover the author’s or designer’s exact intention 
without any misunderstanding. However, there are still some clues that indicate the inten-
tion to researchers. I accept this idea from grounded theory researchers: “The phenomenal 
world can be described, analysed, explained and forecasted. The truth exists, but could be 
modified as the increasing data are found” (Fan & Wu, 2009, 79). Consequently, I believe 
it is worth trying to detect a designer’s intention by investigating design works. Wimsatt 
and Beardsley also said in the same article that: “intention is design or plan in the author’s 
mind. Intention has obvious affinities attitude towards his work, the way he felt, what 
made him write” (Wimsatt & Beardsley, 1946, 469). This means it is necessary to investigate 
the cultural background of designers’ living time, their lifestyle and their published words 
18 See chapter 4 (4.2).
19 See chapter 2 (2.4.1.3) and chapter 3 (3.2.1.4.).
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in order to show their aesthetical and philosophical views. All of these could offer a reason-
able image or story of designers and their works. The research approach which concerns 
cultural meaning, to some extent, is similar to that of ethnographic research. 
1.3  MEthodoLogy: coMpArAtiVE rEsEArch MEthod
As Swanson argues: “thinking without comparison is unthinkable. And, in the absence 
of comparison, so is all scientific thought and scientific research” (Swanson, 1971, 145). 
Furthermore, this work is a qualitative research. Its subtitle, A Comparative Study of Finnish 
Modern Furniture and Chinese Ming-style Furniture, shows that the comparative research 
method should be used in the research process. The comparative research method is suit-
able in cross-cultural research. Lin Juren and Liu Yuan defined that the “comparative re-
search method is an analytical method that compares two or more things, trying to find 
out the differences and similarities among them” (Lin & Liu, 2004, 151). In addition, Emile 
Durkheim argued that not only should it describe the facts or phenomenon, but the com-
parative research method should explain them too (see Durkheim, 1966, 139). I understand 
that this means to find out their specific innate characters as well as the inside connection 
and the common rules among them. In other words, to answer the “why” of these facts 
or phenomena. Consequently, I could find out whether there is any similar reason that 
corresponds with the similar result. It is the core work of this qualitative research. That is 
why Karl Marx once said that the comparative research method is the key for researchers 
to understanding certain phenomena (see Zhang, 2006, 295).
In this work, I used two strategies in comparative research. One is the parallel study, i.e. 
to compare various aspects between the two kinds of furniture. I look for their own characters 
and objective regulations. This comparison is helpful in figuring out whether there are any 
similarities in the two kinds of furniture which were developed in their own design history. 
These could be the inner reasons for the similarity of their forms. The other strategy is study-
ing influence. By investigating the direct and indirect connections between the two kinds of 
furniture, the facts of influence from one to the other may be found. They could be the external 
reason for their similarity. All in all, the comparative work will be carried out by looking at 
from the appearance of furniture to the cultural phenomenon of it. They are form and function, 
design principal and method and a complicated cultural meaning system. Finally, the connec-
tion between the two kinds of furniture throughout history and nowadays will be looked at. 
When I was looking for a proper approach to practice the comparative research meth-
od, the grounded theory inspired me. Then I used the grounded theory method as a tool 
in some parts of my research, such as in the research question, data collecting and data 
analysing (research process). The reasons are as follows: 1. Grounded theory is the general 
method of comparative analysis; 2. My research is a relatively new topic; its main research 
question cannot be explained by any existing theory. Grounded theory offers a scientific 
process by which to check an existing theory and to produce a new theory, or to explain 
some phenomenon, as C.E. Black holds that the second purpose is explanation (see Black, 
1989, 31). 3. The grounded theory method offers various ways to collect data. 4. Practically, 
the sources of data in my research are multifarious. How to manage them in a scholarly 
way is an essential subject in the research process. The grounded theory method has a se-
ries of data processing ways by which to deal with these data in an objective way. 
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The grounded theory is the main tool in this research. However, according to practical 
needs, I made personal adaptions: I did not follow grounded theory’s techniques word for 
word. Thus, the comparative research method of this research work has its own unique style. 
1.3.1 The tool for comparative study
To begin with, it is necessary to introduce the grounded theory method in general. Ground-
ed theory was developed by Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss in the early 1960s. It is 
an “interpretive procedures” (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, 20). This research method operates 
almost in a reverse fashion from traditional research and at first may appear to be in con-
tradiction to the scientific method: Rather than beginning by researching and developing a 
hypothesis, the researcher starts with a research field. 
Using grounded theory method, theory is built from the connection of all sorts of dif-
ferent materials and categories. Being a bottom-up process, grounded theory emphasises 
induction in the research process, which is an active role between the researcher and object 
of study. Then, the researcher’s mind becomes more and more clear.  
On the basis of empirical data which are collected and analysed systematically, the 
purpose of grounded theory is to develop concepts and theories which can explain cer-
tain phenomenon rather than to verify theories; to help the researcher to overcome some 
prejudice and hypotheses which arose from prior knowledge or the process in research. 
Generally, grounded theory is a tool which helps the researcher to understand this experi-
ential world. The researcher may establish a theory which is close to the real world, rich in 
content, integral and explanatory.
There are some characters of grounded theory. A. Develops theory from data. “Ground-
ed theory is based on the systematic generating of theory from data, that itself is systemati-
cally obtained from social research” (Glaser, 1978, 2). Data is more important than existing 
theory and should be given priority. Grounded theory with a strong regulatory character 
lays stress on being loyal to the research object and believes that only through studying 
and the in-depth analysis of data, can a theoretical framework be formed part by part 
gradually, so that the theory will be accumulated. 
B. A method of constant comparison. Researchers compare data and data, theory and 
theory systematically, and then refine some relative categories based on the relationship 
between materials and theories. “The constant comparative method is designed to aid the 
analyst who processes these abilities in generating a theory that is integrated, consistent, 
plausible, close to the data” (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, 103). 
C. Uses data in a flexible way: Using relative data may broaden researchers’ horizons 
and offer new ideas and theoretical frames for analysis. But meanwhile researchers should 
avoid using existing theory too much. Otherwise, researchers could be bothered by some 
existing theories, making the understanding of original data unexpectedly difficult. On the 
contrary, without relying on existing theory, researchers may focus on the objects of study, 
making research creative. However, “if existing (grounded) theories seem appropriate to 
the area of investigation, then these may be elaborated and modified as incoming data are 
meticulously played against them” (Strauss & Corbin, 1994, 273). 
Grounded theory believes that the researcher’s personal interpretation plays an im-
portant role in constructing theory. The relationship among original data, the pre-under-
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standing of the researcher and literature is interactive. The reason why researchers can 
understand data is because researchers have brought their own experience to the research 
process. The new theory generated from data is actually as a result of continuous interac-
tion and integration between data and researchers’ personal interpretation. Researchers 
must get used to being questioned by the data and querying the literature.
D. Keeps sensitive to theory. Because the aim of grounded theory is constructing theory, 
researchers especially emphasise clues about new theory. Maintaining sensitivity to theory 
not only helps us to collect data focusing on a certain direction; it also helps us to look for 
those concepts which can intensively express the contents of materials.
E. Can be adjusted. Researchers hope to keep elasticity in the research process. The 
later research action may be adjusted according to the developing collection of materials 
and data. So that they can find broader research space and can look for certain signs which 
can change study conditions. In this way, researchers have more opportunities to find new 
phenomena and construct a more significant research direction and action. 
1.3.2 usage of grounded theory in research
1.3.2.1 Research question
The thinking about my research question started before my doctoral research. Several years 
ago, the topic of my master dissertation (2004) was: A Study of the Aesthetical Characteristics 
of Ming-style Furniture. In this work I was vaguely aware of the relevancy between Nordic 
modern furniture and Ming-style furniture, and I made a comparison between them to a 
certain extent. After further collection of materials, I found that it is not only me who feels 
that the two kinds of furniture are similar in form, but that some other modern designers 
hold the same view. This feeling leads to a certain topic, as Glaser and Strauss said: “The 
sociologist finds that he has ‘a feeling for’ the everyday realities of the situation, while the 
person in the situation finds he can master and manage the theory” (Glaser & Strauss, 
1967, 241). As in the statement of Glaser and Strauss, this strong feeling really pushed me 
to undertake this work; of trying to form a bridge between “the theoretical thinking” and 
“the practical thinking”. 
A comparison between Nordic modern furniture and Chinese Ming-style furniture is 
no doubt a challenging work, because “there is a danger of comparing phenomena which 
in fact are not comparable” (Smelser, 1976, 33). Before I started this big work, I did not 
know if it would be worth serious comparison. My motivation for this work is only my 
general curiosity: I want to know what ideas are behind the similar forms of the two kinds 
of furniture. Fortunately grounded theory “is a general style of doing analysis that does 
not depend on particular disciplinary perspectives” (Strauss, 1987, xi). It can be applied 
across time and space, which is called asynchronic comparison. It concerns things that 
happened in two or more countries or cultural regions at different times. The purpose of 
this comparison is to look for the similarity in the objects of their research (see Dogan, 2006, 
39-40). Asynchronic comparison endows this research rationality. My research question is 
a statement about these interests and my curiosity. Forming the research question in this 
way is in accordance with grounded theory method, as it is avoiding “a normative projec-
tion, a learned preconception, a paradigmatic projection, a cultural organization” (Glaser, 
1998, 81).
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The original subtitle was blocked out preliminarily as A Comparative Study of Nordic 
Modern Furniture and Chinese Ming-style Furniture. I preferred to use the concept of “Finn-
ish” instead of “Nordic” in the topic. In this way the research scope became smaller and 
more specific. Its advantage is that it makes the comparative concepts in the topic equal: 
comparison between two countries rather than between a country and a general area20. On 
the other hand, the research of the background of furniture becomes simpler and more 
sensitive to the future theory or explanation. Finally, the topic is: A Comparative Study of 
Finnish Modern Furniture and Chinese Ming-style Furniture.
1.3.2.2 Data collecting
Actually when the topic was decided, I was still not sensitive to some pivotal materials for 
research. What kind of data I should gather? Ian Dey believes that the open mind is dif-
ferent from the empty brain (see Dey, 1999, 251). The researcher cannot simply be a white 
board. Being inspired by this idea, I decided to undertake a literature review before the 
process of research by flexibly using the grounded theory. However, grounded theory in 
the traditional way thinks literature reviews should be performed after the comparison 
and analysis. Based on literature reading and review, the research objects became clearer. 
The following theories guided me to choose Alvar Aalto, Eero Aarnio and Yrjö Kukka-
puro as the research samples. Modern comparative researcher Cyril E. Black points out that 
“the comparative unit is critical in comparative research. It must be big enough to guide 
a general important conclusion. …It must be specific enough to be compared efficiently” 
(Black, 1989, 35). Yrjö Sepänmaa warns that “one must be able to characterize an aesthetic 
object, in that way the object of observation is located within a group of other correspond-
ing objects” (Sepänmaa, 1993, 31). Grounded theory believes that important events direct 
the thinking in theory constructing. Therefore the works of the three designers must be 
typical and excellent. They must be famous, having the ability to be representative of Finn-
ish modern furniture. Furthermore, it should not be difficult to collect data about them. 
I obtained much prior knowledge through literature reading; it is easy to research their 
design works in museums, public buildings and furniture shops. 
From the viewpoint of the ability to be representative of Finnish modern furniture, 
I have the following reasons to choose Aalto as one of my samples. Firstly, he had great 
achievements in furniture design. Aalto explored his modern design based on classical 
styles but obviously different from previous styles, with a tendency towards modern ra-
tional design. He had insisted on a design principle which was described as bearing more 
humanistic flavours and attaching more importance to people’s psychological needs while 
modernists emphasised the function and democratisation. This design principle is called 
Organic Functionalism in the academic field. Being an architect, he had many opportuni-
ties to design furniture and implemented his design principle completely. For meeting this 
design principle, he initiated a revolution in furniture design: using plywood instead of 
steel tube. Aalto was the first Finnish designer who held a personal furniture exhibition 
20 The definition of Ming-style furniture shows that Ming-style furniture was originally produced 
in the Suzhou area, a district (area) of China. But this furniture can be seen as the representative 
of Chinese furniture of that time from the aspects of form and cultural meaning (see 4.1.2). In con-
trast, no one style of furniture could be the representative of Finnish Modern furniture. Although 
design workers of the three designer research samples expressed Finnish national characters, they are 
exceptional and unique. They need to be researched as a whole. 
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abroad. For example, as early as 1933 he had an exhibition in London. Many of his older 
pieces of furniture, which he designed in his younger days, are still in great demand to-
day. These designs have raised people’s living standards. Although Aalto’s influence went 
beyond the borders of his homeland, his design works have the power to evoke feelings 
and the light of its own place. As Giedion said, “Finland is with Aalto wherever he goes. It 
provides him with that inner source of energy which always flows through his work. It is 
as Spain is to Picasso and Ireland to James Joyce” (Giedion, 2002, 620). 
Secondly, compared with other designers in the same field, he is considered to be one of 
the best-known masters. In Aalto’s time, there were many furniture designers who designed 
in a similar style by using woods, such as Tapio Wirkkala (1915-1985) and Ilmari Tapi-
ovaara (1914-1999). Wirkkala had researched plywood deeply. His works in plywood made 
him one of the forerunners of Finnish Modernism in sculpture, reflecting Finnish natural 
scenery and the essence of traditional culture. But his furniture design works number only 
a few. Although Tapiovaara had the similar academic background as Aalto, Korvenmaa 
points out that Wirkkala and Tapiovaara worked during World War II. Speaking in a certain 
way, the war became the necessary requirement to make their design works known and ac-
cepted by people. But before the war, in the 1930s, only Aalto’s personal effort has brought 
about this result (see Korvenmaa, 2012, 122-123).  In 1957, Antti Nurmesniemi (1927-2003) 
formed his unique basic design idea, i.e. a balance between strict standardisation and an art 
expression of free form, which is similar with Aalto’s design idea. As to younger designers 
such as Yrjö Wiherheimo (1941- ) and Simo Heikkilä (1943- ), they are almost of the same 
strain as Tapiovaara, but none of them can surpass Aalto’s achievement. Juhani Pallasmaa 
said that: Alvar Aalto is one of the best-known masters of the use of wood in Finland in ar-
chitecture and furniture design (see Pallasmaa, 1999, 330). Marianne Aav points out: “A way 
of designing furniture that is regarded as Finnish persisted, however, as a counterweight 
to postmodernism. This mode drew on the one hand from craft and folk skills which are 
still to be found in parts of Finland and on the other on the industrial production process 
developed by Alvar Aalto (see Aav, 1999a, 124). From my data, Aalto had done both sides 
well. Both of them constituted an important aspect of Finnish modern furniture. 
Aalto’s design idea and his design practice had a far-reaching impact in the architect 
and furniture design field. This made using wood a main character of Finnish furniture de-
sign. It is also the starting point for when it started to look similar to Ming-style furniture. 
In fact, there is not only this one visual feature in Finish modern furniture. As Fang Hai 
declares, Aalto and Tapiovaara are representatives of using plywood, while Kukkapuro 
started to design a new style by using new materials (see Fang & Tang, 1998a, 57). Kukka-
puro can be said to be the synthesizer of functional design. The character of Kukkapuro’s 
design is various, containing both a Finnish flavour and a visible Chinese influence. The 
notable thing is that he has a direct and active connection with Chinese designers and fur-
niture makers, learning from Ming-style furniture by visiting China many times. This fact 
is linked to my main research question. This makes him a rare and valuable sample in my 
research among other modern Finnish designers. The result of choosing Kukkapuro draws 
also from the viewpoint of the ability to be representative of Finnish modern furniture.
However, from the same viewpoint, it was difficult for me to decide whether or not 
Aarnio’s design would be in my research field. In peoples’ eyes his design works look unlike 
Aalto’s style, or the so-called Finnish style, and it should be considered an abnormal case in 
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my research. Or it is impossible to make a comparative study between Aarnio’s furniture 
and Ming-style furniture, because it does not represent Finnish modern furniture? But is this 
thinking a kind of hypothesis? Grounded theory does not agree with talking about things 
that are expected and excluding others. From before and in the process of comparison, the 
result of a research direction is flexible and the conclusion is still unknown, so giving a poten-
tial result is subjective. Some samples appear deviant but offer the chance for the researcher 
to modify a more objective theory. On the other hand, maybe this “deviance case” demon-
strates in what condition the theory which was inducted by using grounded theory method 
can be tested. I agree with what Huang Jun holds: from two items which look different, if 
a researcher can grasp the same essence, can find something regular and some profound 
meaning, then the two items can be compared in deeper layer, although they don’t look like 
they can be compared from appearances (see Huang, 2011, 31). This is the difference between 
the constant comparison method and traditional inductive method. As with comparison be-
tween similar cases, comparison between contrasting cases is also necessary for looking for 
the possible conceptual homogenisation of a heterogeneous domain (see Dogan, 2006, 20-21). 
So the objective attitude must be like this: if Aarnio’s design has become an important phe-
nomenon in the design field of Finnish modern furniture, it should not be ignored. 
From the viewpoint of time span, Aalto can be seen as the representative of the first gen-
eration of furniture designers. This research mainly focuses on his wooden furniture which 
was designed during the 1930s and 1950s. Kukkapuro and Aarnio can be the representative 
of the second generation of furniture designers. Their plastic furniture, which was designed 
in the 1960s, is the main research object. Because Kukkapuro returned to researching and us-
ing wood in and after the 1990s, and Aarnio has been carrying out his constant design idea 
till now, the two designers’ works in the 1990s and after are also in the research scope. I be-
lieve the three designers compose the comprehensive samples of Finnish modern furniture. 
Around this scope of research, my data came from the following sources: reading lit-
erature, field work, interviews and participation in conferences and seminars. 
Reading literature is the best way to get second-hand data. Furthermore, it can enhance 
research sensitivity, formulate and stimulate questions in the beginning and process of 
research, and when the investigator has finished, the literature can be used to confirm find-
ings (see Strauss & Corbin, 1998, 50-51). Reading literature includes reading biographies of 
designers, books and articles written by others researching the relative topic, introductions 
and interviews in magazines, TV and internet sources.21
In the process of reading the literature, in became apparent that some of the existing 
theories are very authoritative. For example, Organic Functionalism (an overall description 
on form and function) had been used by Alvar Aalto; and Fang Hai raised the concept of 
Chinesism (concentrates on function). These two theories are prevalent in the literature. Ac-
cording to the observation of Strauss and Corbin, familiarity with relevant literature can 
21 Most of this literatures are from the library of the University of Eastern Finland and through in-
terlibrary reserving. Many of the papers and classical Chinese books are from the library data base 
of Wuhan University in China. I also visited several libraries personally, such as the library of Aalto 
University, the National Board of Antiquities’ Library, the library of North Karelia University of Ap-
plied Sciences and the National Library of China. I made extensive notes during this period of reading, 
which is comprised of quotations and my analysis of these quotations. Extensive literature reading has 
helped me to gain some feelings and an image in mind about this research field. This in-depth reading 
about the two kinds of furniture has stimulated a theoretical sensitivity in me. From this, the research 
found its main direction.
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block creativity…and theoretical perspective of existing theories influences the stance that 
a researcher takes toward the study (see ibid, 49-50). Then I should not use these existing 
theories directly. Existing theories should be seen as a reference; they need to be analysed the 
same as other data. It is a way of bringing about a new theory and verifying existing theories. 
As for field work, after getting a general research direction from the reading, I started 
to collect data of real design works with different targets. In this work, I must maintain a 
balance between objectivity and sensitivity. Grounded theory emphasises sensitivity in the 
process of comparison (see ibid, 53). I would like to use the sensitivity also in the process 
of data collection, especially in the field work. I could not visit every single place for col-
lecting data to deal with numerous design works. So I categorised museums into three 
categories according to their different relationships to my topic. 
The closest related category should be those places which have design works and the 
proof of influence I require for this research. In Helsinki Design Museum, I saw many orig-
inal versions of Aalto, Aarnio and other famous Finnish designers’ work. Although it is 
forbidden to take photos and touch items on display in the museum, it offered me the at-
mosphere of the time the design works were born. Almost all of that furniture I had already 
seen in books and on the internet, but seeing the real version is different from seeing a pic-
ture. Since they are very old, their structure text is easy to see. The bookshop in this Design 
Museum is also useful. From the nice printed pages of these books and the CDs available, 
a lot of information about the furniture such as the material, structure, design time and 
process as well as design background can be traced. I have visited Design Forum and Aalto 
University in Helsinki many times. There are some changeable exhibitions, always showing 
the newest design ideas of young students and designers while keeping the classical design 
works on display. In Aalto University, I can discuss with those young designers and even 
visit classrooms freely to see how they work. For investigating Aalto’s work, I visited the Al-
var Aalto Museum and Säynätsalo Town Hall in Jyväskylä, the Administrative and Culture 
Centre of Seinäjoki and Alvar Aalto’s Finlandia Building in Helsinki. In Finlandia, the furni-
ture and buildings were designed as a whole, showing a harmonious relationship between 
the furniture and its environment. In Joensuu Art Museum, I have seen a series of Chinese 
Ming-style furniture with typical forms and delicate decorations. For studying Aarnio’s de-
sign thinking I visited the WeeGee Exhibition Centre in Espoo. The Futuro House there was 
designed by Matti Suuronen in the 1960s and shows a similar design idea to that of Aarnio. 
In my eyes, furniture shops such as Artek and Aero Design Furniture OY are institu-
tions of public character rather than commercial organisations. Every time I have been 
into these shops, I have seen groups of students who are studying design doing fieldwork 
there. We are free to observe furniture in detail closely; to touch and try real furniture, get-
ting personal experience in using it; to measure the size and to know the prices of the dif-
ferent pieces of furniture. The staffs there are very helpful, always are ready to answer my 
every question about furniture and designers and give me information about exhibitions. 
They are like teachers and assistants. There is a great variety of collections in the design 
shop Illums Bolighus in Copenhagen; most of them are Nordic designers’ furniture design 
works. In addition, the furniture shop IKEA is a Swedish company. It is the representative 
of the Nordic School and very popular nowadays. It also should not be ignored.
There are some pieces of furniture designed by famous Nordic designers which are dis-
played in the Design Museum in Copenhagen, such as the Round Chair in Chinese taste by 
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Wegner and the three Finnish designers’ works. They exactly make a practical comparison 
already. Objectively, although I do not think this experiments series of is successful from the 
viewpoint of aesthetics, after I saw one of the prototypes (1982) in this museum, I realised 
how much elaboration Kukkapuro had tried to put into this work. His consideration for 
everything is from structure to colour. I respect Kukkapuro’s trying to show his concept and 
the idea behind it. I must say that the field work helped me to decrease my bias with regard 
some works, which came from picture reading. In this museum a small hall named the Open 
Design Studio attracted me. It shows different chairs and tables with different materials. In 
the Copenhagen Design Centre, I got design ideas and concepts more than practical infor-
mation. The character of this exhibition is lots of bigger and smaller posters. On every poster, 
there is a topic about design with a simple sentence or short essay accompanying it, such 
as “What about the form factor”? “Can we prototype the future”? “The user drives the pro-
cess”; “A holistic mindset creates holistic solutions”, “What is a design-driven approach”? 
“Can design save the world”? “Design the simple solutions to a complex future”. …These 
concepts and topics evoke significant discussion and research, inspiring designers’ ideas. 
In searching for the proof of influence, I visited Sans Souci (there can be found a Chinese 
tea-house) and the Bauhaus archive in Berlin, the Drottningholm Kina slott in Stockholm 
(with a Chinese pavilion); the Catherine Palace in the City of Pushkin (with a Chinese pavil-
ion), Russia.
In China, the most practical way of seeing furniture in the Ming-style and to get first 
impressions is by visiting furniture shops in big cities. But like fast food, it could not offer 
me enough nutrition. Real knowledge of Ming-style furniture came from museums and 
people’s homes. I visited the Guanfu Museum and Forbidden City and Gongwang Fu Gar-
den in Beijing, the Shanghai Museum, and traditional gardens in Suzhou. I visited many 
villages in the Jiangsu, Zhejiang, Anhui, Jiangxi and Fujian provinces, since they are the 
closest to Suzhou area, the original area from which Ming-style furniture came. In muse-
ums I paid attention to the delicate handicrafts of Ming-style furniture since it is well pro-
tected; in traditional gardens and villages I had the chance to see various different versions 
of Ming-style furniture and also some pieces of Qing-style furniture22. Visiting people’s 
homes to see their furniture was also possible. They were happy to show me their furniture 
and tell me stories about it. 
The middle related category is about museums and institutes about other design, ar-
chitecture and traditions. I visited the National Museum of Finland in which there are 
many ceramic items from the Qing Dynasty in China. Although no Chinese furniture sam-
ples are there, I still found some clues of daily life from paintings on ceramics and other 
home utensils. In the Helsinki Technical Museum and Seurasaari Outdoor Museum, I saw 
the wooden structure of Finnish vernacular architectures. As with Ming-style furniture, 
tenon-and-mortise structures23 are also used, but they are simpler than those in Ming-style 
furniture. For the same purpose I visited North Karelia Museum, some local museums in 
Eno and Koli, the Arctic Centre and the Regional Museum of Lapland, the North Karelia 
University of Applied Sciences in Joensuu and the garden city Tapiola. 
22 Qing-style furniture means the hardwood furniture which was produced in the Qing Dynasty, after 
Ming-style furniture. Mainly it was produced in the Suzhou area, Beijing and Guangzhou (广州, a city 
in Southern China). Qing-style furniture is characterised by complicated decoration.
23 Tenon-and-mortise structures: 榫卯结构 (sun mao jie gou).
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The farthest related category is about other museums and institutes in cities I have vis-
ited. I have no purpose specially linked to my current research topic. I just think that being 
a design and culture researcher, museum always is the best place to detect the concentrated 
essence of human civilisation. Information from these places could be my knowledge base. 
However, sometimes there was something unexpected, but useful. For example, in a Lu-
theran church in Joensuu I found a special design on the arms of chairs. This structure 
hooks chairs onto the edge of a table, letting its feet leave the ground. It is a design with 
human feeling for cleaning floor, making work easier; at Helsinki University I was excited 
to find corridor chairs looking like Chinese ancient low tables; in Pompeii the old pillars in 
Rome style could be seen as prototypes of Aalto’s pillars in his modern buildings. 
Through study travels, I found that it was not difficult to find Chinese elements every-
where. They carry Chinese cultural information, more or less. Although, some places had 
specific Chinese collection exhibitions, whereas most of the places merely show a number 
of Chinese items. It reflects the widespread Chinese influence in general. But, with regard 
my work and the specific topic of searching for the influence of Chinese Ming-style furni-
ture on Finnish modern furniture, those materials did not seem enough. I need detect more 
data, combined with more literature reading. 
During this fieldwork, I took thousands of photos of furniture. When I coded my field-
work into three categories in accordance with the different relationships they have with my 
research, I coded photos from these research trips into the corresponding three categories. 
The first one is about the chosen three Finnish designers in my research, Ming-style furni-
ture and some facts of influence. They are directly used in this dissertation as illustrations. 
The second category includes other designers’ works of the Nordic School. They might be 
not Finnish designs but carry the same design idea to that of Finnish design. Sometimes 
they could be used to stress my conclusion to some extent. I also took photos of relative 
architectures, because furniture and its surroundings match each other; and, especially as 
Aalto was an architect he never deemed furniture design an independent work from ar-
chitecture design. I took photos not only of whole design works but also focused on some 
details, for example the rattan wrapped arms of Aalto’s chair, small carved parts in Ming-
style furniture and a ceilings of Aalto’s buildings. Some street chairs are good samples in 
my research. In the third category there are not too many photos that can be used in my 
research. As I said before, they are merely a background database for my topic. All in all, 
based on these concrete items, this research becomes practical. 
When it comes to interviews, I have to say that it did not go smoothly in my research. 
Interview is the orientational conversation, an important way to collect data directly. In-
depth interview could evoke a deep study in a certain question or experience. Since it is a 
useful method for explanatory inquiry, I prepared two interview plans about Yrjö Kukka-
puro and Eero Aarnio through studying the book Handbook of Interview Research (Gubrium 
& Holstein, 2001). The questions in these two interview plans are from general design 
concepts and ideas on the practical technical methods. But I did not have any opportunity 
to realise the two interviews due to their refusals. It means my work was unexpected hard. 
For example, it took much time to get data from other sources. Sometimes this data was not 
exactly what I wanted. I had to read between the lines, and look for more data to support 
my guesses and analysis. However, this large-scale data collection broadened my scope of 
knowledge, helping my comprehensive thinking. 
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As compensation, I had the good fortune to interview the carpenter and designer Kari 
Virtanen (1948- )24 of the Nikari Company in Fiskars.25 With his help I collected data about 
design ideas and techniques. And I took the advantage of visiting Yin Hongqiang’s fur-
niture factory to communicate with him and other carpenters directly in his factory in 
China26. It is notable that I had communicates with some designers in Joensuu such as 
Outi Särkikoski27, Petra Karjalainen28 and Marjo Hallila29; and I interviewed the historian 
Seppo Sivonen who is the researcher in the University of Eastern Finland with the goal 
of collecting data on Chinoiserie. Since they are not in my original plan of interview, they 
brought up some surprises in my research. At least though these local designers stand for 
many common designers, making a voice in the tone of the Finnish style, the style they 
understand. Their ideas could be proof that supports the Finnish design principle. Seppo 
Sivonen suggested to me to visit some museums and places where facts about Chinoiserie 
could be found, therefore making my data collecting more efficient.
With regard participating in conferences and seminars, these academic activities were 
good opportunities for me to learn from other researchers. Almost at every conference I 
gave a presentation about my research. We discussed the presentations of both mine and 
other participants. Some of them became my friends and we have had discussions now and 
then through the internet. However, not all participants’ topics were closely linked with 
my research; but, with regard research methods and broadening my mode of thinking I 
received a lot of inspiration from them.30 
The data I collected from reading the necessary literature, doing fieldwork, giving in-
terviews and participating in conferences and seminars offered rich materials for this re-
search work. These four approaches helped each other: From first gaining the knowledge 
from literature and formulating research questions to going to see and try the real design 
works, and then coming back to check information in the literature, including discussing 
with other researchers and designers at conferences and in interviews all helped me dis-
cover more literature and sources of data.
24 Being a carpenter and furniture designer, Kari Virtanen cooperated with Alvar Aalto (7 years) and 
Kaj Franck (10 years) for a long time and was deeply influenced by them.
25 Fiskars: during the last 40 years, in one of the earliest industrial base of Finland, Fiskars which is 
a 350-year old factory area, an international crafts village has developed gradually. More than 100 
famous artists, architects and designers have chosen this place to establish their workshops. 
26 Yin Hongqiang is a Chinese carpenter master in Wuxi (city nearby Suzhou). He knows hardwoods 
and the Chinese traditional handicraft in furniture making very well. Furthermore, he is cooperating 
with Yrjö Kukkapuro to research and develop new furniture which combines advantages of Finnish 
modern furniture and Ming-style furniture. This visit made me more familiar with Ming-style furni-
ture, getting some first-hand material for my comparative research.
27 Outi Särkikoski is a contemporary Finnish artist. Her art work is in the fields of sculpture, ceramics, 
wall sculpture and installation. Her public works are in North-Karelian Central Hospital, Noljakka church, 
Rantakylä church, Marjala kindergarten, Joensuu, Finland and Hibbing Community College, USA.
28 Petra Karjalainen is a designer a member of the board at Taito shop Finland and a CEO at Taito 
Pohjois-Karjala ry. She introduced to me the current situation of handicrafts in Finland, especially in 
Karelia.
29 Marjo Hallila is a textile designer who pursues the Finnish local cultural character in design. 
30 I participated in The 6th International Conference on Environmental Aesthetic in Koli (Finland, 2007); 
The 7th International Conference on Environmental Aesthetics in Valamo (Finland, 2009); International 
Forum on Environmental Aesthetics & the 7th International Conference of the Asian Society of Arts 
in Xiangfan (China, 2009); The 18th International Congress of Aesthetics in Beijing (China, 2010); a 
seminar on Artification at Helsinki University, and other cultural study seminars at the University of 
Eastern Finland. 
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1.3.2.3 Research process 
Grounded theory is a method to manage masses of data efficiently. Normally the first step 
of research in this method is open coding. As to my research, before the open coding, I 
performed the sorting work. I agree with Neil Smelser’s idea: “Sorting is decreasing…it 
ensures that certain phenomenon belong to the same aspect, so that they could be com-
pared with each other” (Smelser, 1992, 186). Sorting is the base of comparison. It makes 
sure the comparison is made at the level in which things can be ideally compared. By using 
inductive thinking, data were sorted into individual aspects and systematically named ac-
cording to different unions in order to make them more workable (see Li & She, 2006, 232). 
According to their nature, in this research, data have been sorted into the following units: 
material, decoration, structure and function; design principle, design and manufacturing 
method; cultural meaning system; historical connection facts. 
These units are illustrated by the titles of the four chapters. The titles are connected to 
each other, from surface to implication, from the physical phenomenon to the metaphysi-
cal spiritual essences of design works, making a logical research frame. The relationship 
among them is about result (for example the form of the furniture) and reason (for example 
the cultural meaning of the furniture). The comparative work could be made under these 
titles respectively, and the inductive result (the table at the end of every chapter) of analysis 
of these comparisons could be seen as the labels of coding work. Consequently the final 
conclusion can be drawn from these labels.
Open coding is a process of cataloguing and labelling phenomena, making out the fea-
tures and the direction of categories. Being different from text data which need to be deeply 
analysed line-by-line to achieve a thorough understanding, the data offered by furniture 
are physical objects in which most characters of furniture are conspicuous. I believe that 
“fracturing the data might limit the understanding of them” (op. cit. Charmaz, 2007, 559). In 
chapter 2, the data have been described intuitively, and they look abstract. For example, in 
the aspect of material31, the prominent features of “ordinary woods” (in use of Finnish mod-
ern furniture) and “hardwoods” (in use of Ming-style furniture) were found. In the aspect of 
structure, the prominent feature of a “curved line” was found in the two kinds of furniture.32 
The second and third steps are axial coding and selective coding. Comparison and 
induction are the main work in this step, to refine and translate data into concepts. The 
purpose of this work is to search for similarities and differences, in characters and qualities 
of every aspect, which are the basis for creating a theory or explanation. For example, the 
concept “natural material” can be summed up from the categories of “ordinary woods” 
and “hardwoods” above. And being the core category, the concept “organic” can be refined 
from the category of “curved line”. Then the view of the similarity in the two kinds of fur-
niture became increasingly clear and concise. 
Sometimes deductive thinking could be used when the concept which I found was 
compared with more data, as Kathy C. Charmaz argues: “To some extent I deem grounded 
theory the combination of inductive method and deductive method” (Charmaz, 2009, 132). 
This is a test process. More data could prove or challenge the concept; for example, when 
the fact that fiberglass has been used in Eero Aarnio’s design was compared with the con-
31 See chapter 2 (2.1).
32 See chapter 2 (2.3.1.1 and 2.3.2.1).
22
cept “natural material”, it is clear that the fiberglass could not be in this concept. Then a 
new concept was born: “attempt at using new material” which is the negative case for my 
previous discovery. It must be thought about carefully and might keep a certain weight in 
the coming conclusion. 
The memo was written in the process of the coding. Being a detailed description and 
analysis, the modified memo became the body texts of this dissertation. At the end of every 
chapter, I have summed up every category by picking out the notable phenomena and 
giving my analysis of them. However, forming a complete theory or explanation on those 
phenomena is impossible in every single chapter. Then these notable phenomena are con-
nected in the conclusion chapter in which table 1 shows all the categories of the comparison 
and reminds about the comparative relationship and the results (labels in coding work) of 
the different categories. A coherent story of this research emerges from this table, helping 
me, as well as the reader, to have an overall review of the work. In the final summary, the 
answer of the main research question can be grounded on information in this table. The 
conclusion of this research is to theorise, to explain the phenomenon “unabashedly” (ibid, 
162), but not to create a concise theory. In this research, I formed an explanation for the 
main research question and in this explanation the possibility of influence between Finnish 
modern furniture and Chinese Ming-style furniture is confirmed. In addition, I explained 
the more essential thing, which is that the two kinds of furniture make the influence pos-
sible. It makes the similarity in the two kinds of furniture inevitable. 
1.4  rEsEArch bAckground
My research starts from two independent aspects: Finnish modern furniture and Chinese 
Ming-style furniture. However, a certain trend emerged from the materials naturally. So, 
a third aspect appears: something between the two. And it should be paid attention. The 
former two aspects include analysis of style, technical and aesthetics, and the latter aspect 
checks if there is any relationship between the two, and what kind of influence stemmed 
from this relationship. Logically, the research material and background will be collected 
and analysed from the study on the three aspects above. 
1.4.1 finnish part
In modern design history, Finnish furniture design is almost a symbol of modern furniture 
design. Different from Ming-style furniture, which was designed (in the Ming and Qing 
dynasties) and researched (in modern time) in a different time, Finnish modern designers 
contribute to both the design and research field. They always express their research results 
through design work, or establish their design theory at the same time as doing design 
work. So it is necessary that before the literature review, I demonstrate what progress Finn-
ish furniture designers have made in the last 100 years through introducing some general 
design facts. Then I will list and analyse some important literature.
The famous Finnish architect Eliel Saarinen (1873-1950) established the modern Scandi-
navian theoretical basis of design, which was characterised by being concise in form, prom-
inent in function and suitable for human feelings. It laid a foundation for the development 
23
of Finnish modern furniture and started to pursue a “Finnish style” in his design (1898, 
Fig.17, see Korvenmaa, 2012, 35). Eliel Saarinen designed a batch of modern furniture with 
the character of National Romanticism. Except for Saarinen, Louis Sparre (1863-1964) with 
the temperament of artist was the representative of earlier Finnish modern furniture. His 
Otava chair (1907) was deemed one of the excellent design works of the Finnish nationalist 
style, in which the influence of the Art and Crafts Movement was evident. 
During the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth century, 
Finnish consumers began to distance themselves from imported Russian goods on political 
grounds. Since goods imported from elsewhere in Europe were expensive because of the 
import tax, the situation was favourable for the emergence of a domestic Finnish furniture 
industry (see Lahtinen, 2011, 16). In this time Finnish design kept many decorative elements 
with a rich Karelian33 taste. This style could be seen an expression of Jugend34. In 1910, the Otto 
Korhonen’s furniture company35 was found in Turku and grew rapidly later. Otto Korhonen 
found his inspiration in experimenting with and doing what was new and unprecedented. 
Then the latest fashions in furniture design were not called for in Russia (see ibid, 20). 
The peak time of Finnish furniture design was from the 1920s to 1970s. Arttu Brummer 
(1891-1951) was one of the most influential designers in Finnish design from the 1920s to 
his death. He raised the level of Finnish industrial art and gave the school and his students 
support and direction. Brummer stressed the importance of the command of an individual 
handicraft skill. Being another important designer in this period, Werner West (1890-1959) 
designed furniture for the House of Parliament in the 1930s (Fig.18). It was up-to-date tu-
bular metal furniture in the Bauhaus style, the only exception to the dignified classicism of 
this building (see Aav, 1999b, 70). 
Alvar Aalto has been a great architect, town planner and designer of furniture, lighting, 
textiles and glass since this time. There are also some of Alvar Aalto’s opinions in some lit-
erature: first, he believed that the interior is an essential part of the architectural wholeness. 
So he designed furniture as part of an architectonic wholeness. Second, functional consid-
erations are primary in Alvar Aalto’s interior design work. Third, form is never an end in it-
self. Beauty is the harmony of function and form. Fourth, he regarded and exploited nature 
as a space for the free development and movement of human beings and thus ultimately 
as a “symbol of freedom”. Fifth, the purpose of design is for the needs of the “little man” 
(Jetsonen & Lahti, 2005, 14). Sixth, he valued the opportunity of experimentation, even at 
the risk of making mistakes and financial loss. 
Ilmari Tapiovaara was Finland’s most significant furniture designer of the 1940s and 1950s. 
He had worked in the companies of Alvar Aalto. His design idea was that design should be 
for ordinary people, and design work should be functional and durable. He included modern 
furniture design into industrial production areas and designed low-cost, light and mass pro-
duced furniture. For this purpose, he tried almost all possible materials. His early work ex-
33 Karelia region stretches from the White Sea coast to the Gulf of Finland on both sides of the border 
between Finland and Russia.
34 In Finland, Art Nouveau was called Jugend. Art Nouveau started in the 1880s. Designers preferred us-
ing natural elements as the resource of creation. The characteristic of Art Nouveau is dynamic waves 
and flowing lines. Art Nouveau did not eschew the use of new materials and machines, and it was a 
prelude to Modernism.
35 Korhonen’s furniture company: Otto Korhonen, an expert carpenter in furniture manufacture who 
founded the company. This company celebrated its centennial in 2010.
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ploits new moulding techniques for plywood (see Aav, 1999a, 124). The Domus Chair (1946, 
Fig. 19) is one of his most famous design works. With an organic shape and good function, 
it was the most important export product in the field of practical art after World War II. The 
Tee-tee Table (1940, Fig. 20) is another piece of organic shape furniture by him.  
                                                                   
Fig.17 Koti Chair,           Fig.18 Furniture for the House of Parliament, 
by Eliel Saarinen    by Werner West          
                              
                          
Fig.19 Domus Chair, by Ilmari Tapiovaara Fig.20 Tee-tee Table, by Ilmari Tapiovaara 
Most furniture design works were done by architects and artists before World War II. In 
1949, an independent experts association, the Finnish Association of Interior Architects 
(the SIO), was established (see Korvenmaa, 2012, 148), which belongs to the bigger and 
older organisation called Ornamo. This made furniture design more professional. How-
ever, furniture designers still had close relations with architects. 
In the 1960s, two styles were established. One was the continuation of traditional wood-
en furniture; the other was being active to absorb the influence from international fashion, 
such as developing the steel and plastic furniture. The 1960s was a time of a new design 
style development. Antti Nurmesniemi designed in both styles. His furniture design is 
elegant and always gives people the feeling of power from the Finnish tradition. The sauna 
stool which he designed in 1951 is a piece of furniture with a delicate national sprit. Today 
it is still the symbol of Finnish modern design. Furthermore, Nurmesniemi was successful 
in the field of architecture, interior design, furniture and industrial design. 
Yrjö Kukkapuro and Eero Aarnio were famous in the 1960s and are still well known 
now. I must say that Kukkapuro knows Chinese Ming-style furniture very well indeed. Fang 
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Hai is the first Chinese who understands Yrjö Kukkapuro completely. He introduced that 
Yrjö Kukkapuro believes traditional furniture models embody much real “quality”. It is the 
“quality” that gives the designs life (see Fang, 2001a, 17). Since 1998, when Kukkapuro was 
invited to visit China, he has had close relations with Chinese furniture design. It is one of the 
important reasons why I chose this research topic and why I chose him as an example. Yrjö 
Kukkapuro’s contributions to furniture design are as follows: first, he was the first designer 
who used fiberglass to create a hyperbolic chair shell that copied the shape of the human 
body. Second, he was the first person who really integrated ergonomics into chair design. In 
Kukkapuro’s opinion, ergonomics is closely related with Functionalism. Third, he wants to 
design naturally. His nature means to be functional, cheap and popular. Fourth, he classified 
ecology, ergonomics and aesthetics as the three key elements in furniture design. 
According to the famous critic Kaj Kalin, the main lines of development of modern Finn-
ish furniture can in principle be reduced to three names: Alvar Aalto, Ilmari Tapiovaara and 
Yrjö Kukkapuro (see op. cit. ibid, 7). One of the reasons why Kukkapuro gained such a high 
reputation is that he had a good teaching system and so many excellent students when he 
was a teacher at the University of Art and Design, Helsinki. From the 1970s onwards, Finn-
ish furniture design has been developing very fast since his design thinking came about. 
Eero Aarnio seems to be challenging the existing appearance of Finnish modern furni-
ture, as well as also challenging traditional materials. The characters and contributions of 
Eero Aarnio are as follows: first, he started his furniture design from the Finnish heritage of 
furniture making by staying close to traditional design procedures and focusing on natural 
materials. However, second, since the 1960s Aarnio has made a major departure from the tra-
ditional forms with legs, backs and joints. Third, as opposed to the natural grain of wood, he 
has experimented with plastics, delighting people with the vivid, chemical colouration of the 
synthetic materials. Fourth, Aarnio always believes that nature is the source of design. There 
is no difference between design and nature, and designers can find inspiration from all kinds 
of natural things. Fifth, he thinks that the purpose of design is solving problems, by trying 
to tell people how to see furniture in a new way. Every design should meet the demand of 
its user and be worked out cleverly from a production point of view with a minimum waste 
of material. This is a kind of valuable democratic thinking. Sixth, Aarnio designed the Chi-
nese Stool near the end of 2001. There was another furniture designer in the 1960s, a female 
designer called Pirkko Stenros (1928- ). She is one of the earliest designers who started the 
modular design. Her module range included furniture suitable for spaces of all kinds. 
After the 1960s, many younger designers who had just started their design career still 
believed that it was hard to surpass the design masters; while designers who were born after 
World War II did not want to be one part of the existing design regulation but were eager for 
opening a new era with new regulations (see Korvenmaa, 2012, 163). However, the fact was 
that after the 1970s, the Finnish furniture design went along the route which was opened up 
by Kukkapuro. Since the 1980s, the most important furniture designers, such as Yrjö Wiher-
heimo and Simo Heikkilä, were students of Tapiovaara and Kukkapuro. Although they car-
ried forward their design system, different from that of Kukkapuro, they objected to the plas-
tic furniture which was popular in the 1960s. Then, since the 1980s, Finnish designers have 
paid emphasis to using local woods, and Kukkapuro himself does not currently use plastics. 
Concerning the use of wood since the 1980s, Kari Virtanen should not be ignored. He 
was trained by a woodcarving master and has been a sought after partner for designers in 
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need of a skilled cabinetmaker. His first collaboration partner was Alvar Aalto. Pure and 
restrained design is Kari Virtanen’s hallmark which evolves from the intended use of the 
object, its structure and the characteristics of wood (Fig.21). The goal is to create an implicit 
form. The inconspicuous nature of Virtanen’s work has been acclaimed by the architect 
Steven Holl who chose Virtanen’s chair for the Museum of Contemporary Art Kiasma as 
“it was not designed” (see Webpage, Nikari). 
Based on this historical development of Finnish modern 
furniture design facts, in the past few decades, many schol-
ars36 have published books discussing Alvar Aalto’s design 
works. Some collections of papers or symposiums were ed-
ited and published by the Museum of Finnish Architecture, 
the Alvar Aalto Museum and the Alvar Aalto Foundation. 
They are for example, Alvar Aalto (1960), Alvar Aalto and the 
International Style (1978), Alvar Aalto: a Critical Study (1983). 
Alvar Aalto Furniture (1984), Alvar Aalto: the Decisive Years 
(1986), Alvar Aalto: Points of Contact (1994), Alvar Aalto: a 
Life’s Work: Architecture, Design and Art (1994), Alvar Aalto: 
Masterworks (1998), Alvar Aalto toward a Human Modernism 
(1999), Alvar Aalto Designer (2002) and Alvar Aalto Houses 
(2005) and so on. These books included the following con-
tents: early furniture and interior design, the decisive years, 
workshop recollections, excerption from Alvar Aalto’s arti-
cles on interior and furniture design, chronology of mass 
produced furniture, and a selection of Artek’s standard models. These contents make these 
books a very good archive, providing detailed information about Alvar Aalto. 
From the 1960s up until now, lots of papers and essays about Eero Aarnio have been 
published in various magazines in different languages. For example in English they include 
Driving Innovation, The Irish Times, ELLE, Dwell and so on. Some researchers such as William 
Martin, Fang Hai and Ivko Stanev, as well as some TV stations have interviewed him.
Currently, there are few English monographs about Yrjö Kukkapuro and Eero Aarnio. 
Fang Hai made a good contribution to this field. He published Yrjö Kukkapuro, Furniture 
Designer (2001) and Eero Aarnio (2003). He points out that these two designers look differ-
ent from the design principle of Organic Functionalism. Some other researchers also think 
that Aarnio paid more attention to art than the human being. Besides, Marianne Aav ed-
ited Yrjö Kukkapuro Designer on the occasion of the exhibition Yrjö Kukkapuro-Designer, 18 
Janauary-6 April in 2008 at the Design Museum Helsinki; Furniture by Yrjö Kukkapuro was 
published in 1983, and so on. Fortunately, Yrjö Kukkapuro and Eero Aarnio are still active 
in design. Their ideas and design works are readily available.
Offering background knowledge in the culture and design of Finnish modern furni-
ture, some books are very useful. For example, in Finland, a Cultural Encyclopedia (Alho, 
1999), in which there are many short essays by experts to introduce important events in 
different cultural fields including design in Finland,  there is a map about cultural phenom-
36 Scholars are for example Frederick Gutheim, Paul David Pearson, Malcolm Quantrill, Juhani Pallas-
maa, Pirkko Tuukkanen-Beckers, Göran Schildt, Winfried Nerdinger and Markku Lahti.
Fig.21 KVT1 Chair, 
by Kari Virtanen
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ena. Finland, Cultural Lone Wolf  (Lewis, 2005) and Dynamic Finland, the Political System and 
the Welfare State (Pesonen & Riihinen, 2002) are two books which introduce Finnish culture 
with rich data from surveys that provide valid information. They help readers to understand 
Finnish culture without falling into clichés and stereotypes. Finnish Design: A Concise History 
(Korvenmaa, 2012) could be seen as a handbook of Finnish modern design. It provides a 
historical mapping of how Finnish design developed step by step into the modern style. The 
journal Form Function Finland introduced Finnish design in a systematic and detailed way 
from 1980 up until 2005. Form Function Finland is issued on a quarterly basis with specific 
themes relating to current events and phenomena in Finnish architecture, visual arts and 
industrial design, as well as unique crafts pieces, classics, and new names, the people behind 
the designs and the latest research. Its continuously updated information draws a thorough 
picture of the development of Finnish modern design. Although these books and journals 
are not about furniture directly, they deliver some cultural and design concepts or ideas of 
Finnish modern design in common, and as such are very useful in my research.  
The present situation of research on Finnish modern furniture is as follows: In Finland 
there are numerous Finnish designers and design works, having offered rich research ma-
terials for study. But the design guideline of Finnish modern furniture is relatively clear; 
the furniture has a high reputation within most of academia. Due to a lack of dispute, most 
books on the subject look like an introduction work, supporting the existing similar idea. 
Their educational function of supplying information is more significant than arousing an 
academic argument. In China, in the past decades, Nordic furniture has become increas-
ing popular on the market, in universities and other research institutes. Almost everyone 
of the younger generation knows about it, deeming it a new fashion. People have been 
viewing Finnish furniture as one part of the Nordic School. Except for when some Finnish 
designers are introduced, Chinese researchers seldom use the concept of Finnish furniture, 
not to mention researching it, for example, Nordic Modern Furniture (Zeng & Zhu, 2005), 
The Style and Development of Nordic Design (Yi, 2005). That is why my original research plan 
was about Nordic modern furniture and not Finnish modern furniture. Finnish modern 
furniture is still a new field in Chinese academia.
1.4.2 Chinese part
In China, Ming-style furniture has been researched since the 1930s and as an outcome of 
this there is an abundance of material and information. Architect Yang Yao (1902-1978) 
published Interior Decoration and Furniture in the Ming Dynasty37 in 1942 (Yang, 2002). It is 
the first paper about Ming-style furniture in modern China. German scholar Gustav Ecke 
(1896-1971) was very interested in Ming-style furniture when he was a teacher in China. 
He worked with Yang Yao, collected and measured a batch of Chinese hard wood furni-
ture and published Chinese Domestic Furniture in 1944. It was the first book about Ming-
style furniture, and even during the following almost half of a century it was the only 
book on the topic of Ming-style furniture in China. This book contains illustrations of 122 
pieces of Ming-style and Qing-style furniture of which more than 30 are measured draw-
37 Interior Decoration and Furniture in the Ming Dynasty (明代室内装饰和家具) was republished in Yang 
Yao’s book: Research on Ming-style Furniture in 2002.
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ings. Ecke sorted Ming-style furniture into two systems: one system is with a Waist38 and 
Hoof-like Feet39  (Fig.22, Wang, 1986, 125); the other is without a Waist and with straight 
legs (Fig.23, Ma, 2009, 99). Furthermore, he discussed furniture separately according to 
different structures. This book introduced hardwoods and illustrated all sorts of Ming-
style furniture with detailed parts and in-work drawings, and different tenon-and-mortise 
structures. This book became an important medium for foreign experts and scholars to 
know and appreciate Ming-style furniture. American George N. Kates published Chinese 
Household Furniture in 1948. The range of its collection of furniture is wider than hardwood 
furniture. Yang Yao’s posthumous work Research on Ming-style Furniture was reedited and 
published by Chen Zengbi in 1986. In this book there are 40 figures of Ming-style furniture 
which were drawn by him in his early years. Yang Yao said in this book that Ming-style 
furniture has obvious characteristics. One is the style brought by structure; the other is the 
balance between furniture and the body of a human. Ming-style furniture always persists 
in a steady form: being simple, proper and elegant (see Yang, 2002, 25).
Fig.22 Ming-style furniture 
with a Waist and Hoof-like Feets  
Fig.23 Ming-style furniture
 without a Waist and 
with straight legs
 
R.H. Ellsworth, an expert on Chinese furniture, summed up that the advantages of Chinese 
hardwood furniture are its structural approach. No matter what the size, line and design in 
this furniture, the structural approach is always the simple tenon-and-mortise structures 
which are the essence of Chinese wooden crafts in architecture and furniture making, and 
that was readily developed in the Tang Dynasty. It was very late when Chinese hardwood 
furniture was included into the category of classical art by Western scholars. Laurence 
Sickman praised Chinese hardwood furniture as classical art in 1978, because he believed 
the basic structure of it originated from ancient times and its characteristics are those of be-
ing rigorous, balanced, clear and noble which a classical art should be (see Fang, 2003b, 75).
In the 1980s, the Ming-style Furniture Society and the Classical Furniture Institute were 
established in China and the Chinese Classical Furniture Museum was founded in America; 
as such, many hobbyists and collectors of Ming-style furniture appeared. Meanwhile the 
barrage of auctions of antique furniture made for good business by inspiring people in tra-
ditional furniture and bringing people to form a more profound opinion of it. Since 1985, 
the two most famous books to appear are Classical Chinese Furniture: Ming and Early Qing 
38 Waist: 束腰 (shu yao).
39 Hoof-like Feet: 马蹄 (ma ti).
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Dynasties and Connoisseurship of Chinese Furniture: Ming and Early Qing Dynasties by Wang 
Shixiang (1914-2009), published in 1985 and 1989 respectively. Since this time, the concept 
of Ming-style furniture has come to mean especially Chinese hardwood furniture and even 
Chinese classical furniture. Wang Shixiang worked all his life in China, having access to the 
most beautiful extant pieces in addition to possessing good taste and technical skills. His 
understanding is based not only in the aspect of technical details, but also in the realm of art. 
In the book Connoisseurship of Chinese Furniture: Ming and Early Qing Dynasties there 
are 611 pictures including photos of 162 pieces of Ming and Qing-style furniture and 
hand drawn illustrations. This book covers construction methods, the types of precious 
hardwoods used, stylistic variations, and even the ingenious joinery techniques that have 
helped these pieces endure for centuries. This book is deemed the third milestone of an-
cient Chinese cultural research after Guo Moruo40’s Research on Bronze Inscriptions in the 
Yin-Zhou Period41 (1931) and Shen Congwen42’s Research on Ancient Chinese Dress43 (1981). 
The significance of this book is as follows: First, this book establishes the research system 
of Ming-style furniture, including the history, arts, crafts and appreciation of Ming-style 
furniture. It also refers to the problems of variety and dating. Second, it evoked world-
wide repercussions, and has reinforced the wave of collection of Chinese antique furniture. 
Third, it displays the achievements of Ming-style furniture. This book is considered as an 
encyclopedia of Ming-style furniture. In the appendix I of this book, Wang Shixiang used 
twenty-four qualities to judge Ming-style furniture. Sixteen of these are strengths: concise, 
pure, simple, dignified, grand, smooth, steady, strong, elegant, delicate, forceful, soft, ethe-
real, exquisite, refined and fresh; eight of them are flaws: trivial, complex, bloated, sluggish, 
weak, perverse, improper and vulgar. In the appendix II of this book, Wang Shixiang edited 
the Glossary which was transmitted by mouth from masters to apprentices in ancient times.
If we consider this book as an encyclopedia, there are some things missing. There is no 
chapter for studying people’s family life and social life in the Ming and Qing dynasties: 
How was their daily life; how did they put their furniture inside rooms; what kind of posi-
tions did they keep when they read and wrote; what furniture did they need when they 
played instruments or chess and painted. These questions connect to the cultural study. 
Research on the inner ideas and the cultural and aesthetic values of furniture has been 
lacking for a long time in the academic circles of Ming-style furniture. 
About the modern topic of ergonomics in this book Yang Naiji said that:  
Many researchers have been keen on applying mechanically. They put some modern scientific 
design principles such as ergonomics on Ming-style furniture. But Wang Shixiang did not 
discuss the concept of ergonomics in his book. The reason is that he knew the life, culture and 
society of the Ming and Qing dynasties very well. Taking a chair as an example, in that time 
people sat up straight, keeping a polite gesture. It is different from people’s sitting position of 
today. That is why Ming-style chairs did not need any angle of tilt on the seat surface, and 
the arms of the chairs are higher than nowadays. Besides, the big size of the chair was suitable 
40 Guo Moruo: 郭沫若.
41 Research on Bronze Inscriptions in the Yin-Zhou Period: 殷周青铜器铭文研究.
42 Shen Congwen: 沈从文.
43 Research on Ancient Chinese Dress: 中国古代服饰研究.
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for people’s voluminous clothes and the requirement of etiquette. So the size of Ming-style 
furniture does not need be compared with modern furniture to prove that it was rational. It is 
intelligent that Wang Shixiang did not explicate the scientific function of Ming-style furniture 
and did not mention ergonomics. (Yang, 1989, 111-112) 
But I do not agree with Yang Naiji. We cannot consider Ming-style furniture as being as 
scientific as modern furniture. If Ming-style furniture was suitable for people in the Ming 
and Qing dynasties, it still could be called ergonomic furniture. The difference is, is that 
the word (ergonomics) did not exist at that time, but the scientific guideline in design are 
the same, as Doctor Qiu Zhitao argues that: “Ming-style furniture is a practical art with sci-
entific spirit. From the technology aspect, we may see the value of science. A harmonious 
beauty lays in lineament and also in tenon-and-mortise technique” (Qiu, 2006, 25). 
Wang Shixiang also pointed out the cooperation of anonymous craftsmen and the elite 
in Ming-style furniture design (Wang, 2000). This is a notable phenomenon that should be 
explained in-depth because it connects with the art character of Ming-style furniture and 
the social ideology of that time.  
Besides Wang Shixiang, many younger scholars have focused their research on Ming-
style furniture. Their research field is wider than that of their predecessors. Pu Anguo, the 
head of the Ming-style Furniture Institute, published many books and papers in the 1990s 
during a long period of manufacture and archaeological investigation about furniture, con-
tributing some primary data for further research. He engaged in textual research from as-
pects of method, motif, content and the location of decoration. He believes that in one piece 
of furniture, these aspects are always interknit with each other. They cannot be studied 
separately (see Pu, 2001, 154-160). Tian Jiaqing is of the same opinion (see Tian, 2003, 82). 
Pu Anguo thinks that for natural object modelling, of the Ming-style furniture, there are 
more realistic patterns than exaggerated patterns, no matter whether they are individual or 
consecutive patterns. The change of those patterns usually becomes the criterion in authen-
tication of classical furniture. Wang Nianxiang believes that engraving plays a pivotal role 
in Ming-style furniture. It embodies the design aesthetics of Ming-style furniture and wis-
dom (see Wang, 2003, 1-7). With regard decoration and form, Chen Zengbi considers the 
reason of why good furniture is popular that: “because it’s useful and steady structure and 
the proper form which is the expression of structure. So when we talk about form of Ming-
style furniture, we cannot think of it in isolation. It should be discussed with size, structure 
and function” (op. cit. Jian, 2009, 63). This idea is similar to the principle of Finnish modern 
furniture. In my research, the decoration should be one of the most important aspects. It is 
not only connected with size, structure and function, but even with culture meaning.
Through sorting data of past dynasties, Hu Wenyan systematically introduced the de-
velopment of Chinese furniture art (Hu, 1997). In Chinese Classical Furniture Li Dexi and 
Chen Shanyu gave rich historical data and facts, but without commentary (Li & Chen, 
1998). Ma Weidu has been active in this research field for a long lime. He concentrates on 
archaeology and collection. In his private museum, Guanfu Museum, there are many sam-
ples of exquisite Ming-style furniture. He published books and series papers such as The 
Culture of Chinese Seat (2009). This book introduces various pieces of Ming-style furniture 
from their style to their aesthetic characters. In the last several years he has published a 
series of articles about Ming-style furniture in the journal of Collectors. From January of 
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2008, Ma Weidu undertook a series of lectures on a China Central Television to introduce 
Ming-style furniture and its culture. It evokes new wave of collecting and researching on 
classical furniture in China. There are still other books on the researching of Ming-style 
furniture. For example: Illustration of Chinese Furniture History (Li, 2001); Furniture of the 
Ming and Qing Dynasties: The Complete Collection of the Treasures of the Palace Museum (Zhu, 
2002); and Chinese Ancient Furniture (Hu, 1998) and Twenty-four Lectures on Palace Furniture 
in Ming and Qing Dynasties (Hu, 2006).
Currently, the aspects of research achievement of elder Chinese researchers can be 
summed up as follows: first, research on form and decoration, with an emphasis on art. 
Second, research on structure and material, with an emphasis on technology. Third, con-
firming the standard of classification according to function. Fourth, collecting and organis-
ing the jargon of classical furniture. Fifth, drawing a lot of picture of structure of classical 
furniture. Sixth, investigating history background. Although this research offered numer-
ous data and photos, the researchers generally focused on and confined themselves to the 
appreciation, explanation and collection of Ming-style furniture, and the lack of studies on 
design idea and the research of deeper cultural meanings, aesthetics and the philosophy 
of it. This phenomenon is also common in foreigner researchers’ works. Robert Hatfield 
Ellsworth examines the historical background and gives detailed accounts of Chinese join-
ery, metal mounts, and changes in seating surfaces, the dating of Chinese furniture, and 
conservation and restoration (Ellsworth, 1998). 
However, some foreigner researchers are still trying to analyse Ming-style furniture 
from a cultural viewpoint. A few of them even have done better than some Chinese re-
searchers. For example, being a former curator of the Museum of Classical Chinese Furni-
ture, Sarah Handler places Chinese furniture in the context of culture. She thinks Chinese 
classical furniture influences contemporary design aesthetics. She discusses how people 
lived; their notions of hierarchy; and their perceptions of space. She believes the invention 
of a distinctive way to support and contain people and things within the household is one 
of China’s most important contributions (Handler, 2001). 
Other researchers of the young generation, such as Hu Jingchu, Xu Boming, Tang 
Kaijun, Lin Zuoxin, Liu Wenjin etc. emphasise the modernisation of the design theory of 
Ming-style furniture. As research on Ming-styles furniture is going on, many students and 
teachers are studying a lot. Those authors have no mature opinions but with valuable ac-
tive thinking. 
Some other researchers expound on the interaction between Ming-style furniture and 
other traditional arts. Li Weihua said: “As an art of line, Chinese calligraphy has a good 
influence on molding of line in Ming-style furniture. Its aesthetic principle affected the 
structure and style of Ming-style furniture” (Li, 2005, 1). Not only that, I believe Chinese 
traditional architecture also influenced Ming-style furniture in the aspects of structure44 
and the atmosphere45. Like music notes need be played for melody to be heard, only after 
being putting in a building has furniture got the chance to show its vitality and cultural 
meaning. I am referring and borrowing some outcomes and methods of architecture re-
search. For example Ronald G. Knapp studied 20 well-preserved traditional house, pre-
44 For example, the form shape and the tenon-and-mortise structure.
45 See chapter 3 (3.2.2.4).
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senting examples from villages and big cities throughout China. He made an in-depth 
survey of the rituals, culture, ornamentation influences, and floor plans (Knapp, 2006). 
Among those researchers, Yang Yao’s opinion is that: “the development in style of decora-
tion and furniture design is completely connected with the form of architecture” (Yang, 
2002, 13). However, the size of different architectures can be made bigger to cater to the the 
needs of society. But being different from architecture, the size of furniture cannot be eas-
ily enlarged (see ibid, 43). Sarah Handler also thinks there is an essential kinship between 
Ming-style furniture and Chinese traditional buildings after her studying on the concepts 
of interior and exterior form, function, placement, and the purpose of Ming-style furniture. 
She reveals the inextricably intertwined relationship of furniture to Chinese architecture 
as well as considering the decoration, construction, and function together as a harmonious 
and indivisible whole (Handler, 2005). 
Even though most researchers praise the furniture, there are still some people who 
believe that Ming-style furniture is losing its living environment by becoming disjointed 
from modern society in many aspects, due to material shortage, complex structure, poor 
efficiency involved in its construction and its big size. In Study on Scientific Characters and 
Values about Chinese Ming-Style Furniture, Qiu Zhitao applies an advanced eye-movement 
experiment to investigate the attentive duration of people’s eyes in relation to catering for 
their tastes. This study shows what part of Ming-style furniture is most attractive to people 
(see Qiu, 2006, 91-94). It is a good reference point for modern designers. Although using 
the scientific method to help designers is far removed from culture analysis, it is an objec-
tive way to view Ming-style furniture, and better than blindly using the decoration element 
of Ming-style furniture on modern furniture.
1.4.3 Relationship between the two kinds of furniture
I found some materials with regard the connection between the two kinds of furniture. 
Some of these are facts, and others are simply conjecture, waiting for being confirmed. 
Chinese culture was introduced to Western countries in the fifteenth century. Marco Polo’s 
legendary stories and merchants’ adventures in the seventeenth century made Europe-
ans interested in Chinese furniture and other delicate articles for daily use. Chinoiserie 
became the fashion in the eighteenth century. Chinese pavilions were built in many Euro-
pean countries. The influence of Ming-style furniture on Western furniture was reflected 
in certain decoration methods of Rococo-style furniture46. During the 1740s and the 1770s, 
Chippendale-style furniture in England got strong influence from the Chinese style. In 
1754, Thomas Chippendale (1718-1779) created a new furniture style by absorbing the ori-
ental thought of art and characters of other furniture. His design thought strongly affected 
latter generations. Between 1740 and 1749, William Chambers (1723-1796) was working 
for the East India Company of Sweden. He travelled to China many times, researching 
Chinese buildings, gardens and furniture. In 1757, he published his book Designs of Chinese 
Buildings, Furniture, Dresses, Machines, and Utensils. In his book about world furniture his-
tory Types of Furniture (1932), Danish designer Ole Wanscher (1903-1985) “identified the 
position of Chinese furniture in world furniture system” (op. cit. Hu et al. 2008, 9). Based 
46 Rococo-style furniture was created in France in the eighteenth century. 
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on research on the difference and relationship between Western and Eastern furniture, 
Gustav Ecke believed that Ming-style furniture influenced not only the furniture of Asian 
countries but also that of the European countries (see op. cit. Chen, 1992, 58). Besides these 
materials, some pieces of Ming-style furniture are in a number of European museums. 
They are good models and references for Western designers and researches.    
Some modern qualities in Ming-style furniture were found and refined by European 
designers. They designed many furniture works with a Ming-style taste. The two most 
representative designers are Hans Wegner and Yrjö Kukkapuro. Their experience of study-
ing and teaching in art and crafts and industrial design made them great designers. This 
experience means their designs have a high level of art and craft production skill. This is 
similar to Ming-style furniture, since it was designed and made through the corporation 
of the literati and craftsmen. Wegner’s Chinese chair became the most successful design in 
modern time. Yrjö Kukkapuro is very active in the link of connection between Finland and 
China nowadays. Research on his work is significant for Finnish modern furniture design 
and also for my topic.
In this field I again have to mention Fang Hai as a notable researcher. Because of his 
research background47 he has been researching Chinese classical furniture for many years, 
collecting lots of literature and data. He compared Chinese classical furniture and Finnish 
and other Western modern furniture, and published a series of monographs and papers to 
introduce and research Nordic modern furniture and Chinese Ming-style furniture. The 
most telling contribution of Fang Hai is that he put forward the concept of Chinesism in 
his book Chinesism in Modern Furniture Design (2004). This concept focuses on the function 
of Ming-style furniture, evoking the rational aspect of Chinese furniture.
In the following text, I will expound the difference between my research and other 
scholars’ researches on the topic of connection and relationship through some research 
examples. Nowadays, besides Fang Hai, an increasing number of researchers are doing 
comparative research between Chinese and Western furniture. But few researchers per-
formed comparative work that exactly focused on Finnish modern and Ming-style furni-
ture. Although there are some similar works that can be referred to, many of them have 
a vaguer topic. They used the general concept of Western furniture, or Western classical 
furniture. For example, in Wang Xiang’s The Comparative Study on Chinese and Western Clas-
sical Furniture (2001), it includes furniture from the Shang Dynasty to the Qing Dynasty 
and from ancient Egypt to Neoclassicism. The same problem also exists in Wang Tieqiu’s 
The Cultural Comparison on Classical Furniture between Chinese and Western (2002), Zhong 
Ling’s The Comparison between Chinese and Western Chairs (2004), and even Li Xiumin’s PhD 
dissertation The Cultural Comparison on Chinese and Western Furniture (2008). “Western” is a 
blurry concept. It does not match the concrete concept of “Chinese”. A certain part or na-
tion of the West needs be focused on as the research field. The other problem is the concept 
of time. A certain location and time are the necessary elements by which we can locate 
furniture in this world. Otherwise, the style of furniture should be mentioned in the topic.
Although they are not about Finnish modern and Ming-style furniture, the following 
research works can be considered to have been good at choosing topics because they are 
47 Fang Hai is a Chinese architect and obtained a doctorate degree from the University of Art and De-
sign Helsinki in furniture design.
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more specific. They concentrated on a certain aspect of the furniture, performing practical 
research on design. Bu Juanjuan’s Compare of Chairs’ Legs about Chinese and Western Classical 
Furniture concretises the comparative object on some details (see Bu, 2009, 24). Zhang Ze-
jian’s Comparative Study on the Chair of Ming-style and Nordic Style (2009) defined the research 
objects properly. Compared with my research, the process of this paper has an opposite 
order. Its cultural comparison is the background for the comparison of furniture. He lays 
stress on design works. The discussing about design in his paper is well formulated, offering 
a good model for me. He summed up similarities between Ming-style chairs and some cases 
of Nordic chairs. One is the same design element, and another is the same human feeling. 
Meanwhile, he pointed out the difference between the two kinds of chairs. They have dif-
ferent pursuits with regard satisfying the soul and physical comfort. Cultural background 
and design ideas are the reasons for the design results (form and function of design works), 
hence always come before the results, and as such should be written in research earlier than 
the results. However, in my text I have written the design results48  earlier than the reasons49. 
In this sense, my work is different to that of Zhang Zejian: the layout of the construct of my 
research looks like a flashback in a movie; it lets the audience see the results (design fact: 
furniture) first, and only then can the audience try to detect the reasons behind the results. 
Yang Haibo’s Research on the Contemporary Humanisation Furniture Design of China and 
Finland (2008) is one of only a few papers which compare Finnish and Chinese furniture. 
It focused on design idea, studying the historical environment and status quo. The author 
paid more attention to the comparison of the human geographical environment. The issue 
of imitation in design is discussed in this paper also. To avoid plagiarism, Yang suggests 
that people could do many things, such as school education, holding competitions, and 
reminding about the responsibility of designers and businessmen. This problem will be 
discussed in my dissertation from the viewpoint of design and aesthetics. Rong Shukun 
published a focused and practical case study: The Similarity in Ming-style Round-backed 
Armchair and Windsor Chair (2010). Although the topic is very good, the work is not perfect. 
He always describes and analyses two types of furniture separately; only concerned with 
structure and function but not with cultural study. If two designs are similar, then the two 
designers’ intentions are similar. If there is not a homogeneous culture, this similarity may 
be accidental or maybe there are some influences between them. This further thinking 
should not be ignored. After reading many existing research works, I am not satisfied to 
know only “how is it?”; from description to interpretation, to  understand “why is it?” has 
become more significant to me.
1.4.4 The difficulties in research 
One difficulty in research is how to sum up the national characters in the two countries in 
the certain historical times. And furthermore, is it really worth and possible to do it? The 
study of humans is very complicated: even a single person’s character is not simple, not 
to mention an attempt to summarise the national character. Because in every place people 
have various characters, if I were to make a list of these various characters, it would be 
48 See chapter 2.
49 See chapters 3 and 4.
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quite possible to use it in every country or nation. Gombrich talked about this by quoting 
Johann Gottfried von Herder’s words: “how I am always overcome by fear whenever I hear 
a whole nation or age being characterized in a few words-for what an immense mass of 
varieties are compromised in such words as nation or the Middle Ages or the Ancient or 
Modern times” (op. cit. Gombrich, 1984, 195). Richard E. Nisbett also had this observation 
in the introduction of his book: “I wish to apologize in advance to those people who will 
be upset to see billions of people labeled with the single term “East Asian” and treated as 
if they are identical” (Nisbett, 2003, XXII). 
The same problem bothers me in my research. But I do believe that certain groups of 
people share certain common knowledge and opinions. The purpose of research is to focus 
on their opinion and to share this knowledge. As to my research, designers’ and users’ 
characters, traits and orientation of values might blend with the production of furniture 
and its use, as Hans J. Wegner said: “A chair should have a personality-or lack of it-just like 
people do” (op. cit. Bernsen, 1995, 104). There exist different national characters. They are 
affected by geographic position, politics, history and other essential elements which are 
different or similar in certain countries. National character also affects the world outlook 
and the way of thinking of the majority of a given country. Here is an example. In 2007 I 
had a short tour in Koli with a group of conference participants. A geographer asked oth-
ers when he pointed to a huge rock: “What is in your mind when you see this rock?” We 
four Chinese started to imagine according to the shape. Our answer was: “It looks like a 
frog or a cow”. But some Finnish people said: “How were those deep lines on its surface 
made”? The result was that the Finns’ way of thinking was expected by the geographer. He 
told us that those lines were the point of the question. They were made by the movement 
of the heavy ice of a glacier during the Ice Age. This experience made me realise that the 
unconscious difference in thinking really exists. 
Furthermore, the conditions of the two countries have facilitated this work. In a nation 
with a relatively introverted culture, people’s common characteristics are more obvious, 
such as Finland. Also, in a nation with a long history of ancient culture, there is a general-
ity of ethnic characteristics because after precipitation and being chosen by history, the 
national character has become distinctive, such as in China50. So, trying to find the main 
tendency of people’s characters in the two countries is not impossible.
Not only this, but some scholars have done the same work successfully, encouraging 
me to make this comparison. For example, in his book Philosophy of Art Hippolyte Taine 
described the characters of Germanic people and Latin people and compared the arts from 
the two nations by analysing their national characters (see Taine, 2007, 64-68). National 
character plays an important role in furniture design. These two kinds of furniture were 
the positive creations of the two groups of people of the two nations. Since they are always 
popular in Finland and still loved by the Chinese respectively, the designers must already 
show or cater to the typical tastes and understanding of the world of their people. So the 
national character could explain the design of furniture, and the latter could carry out or 
express the former. Then the national characters of modern Finns and the Chinese of the 
Ming and Qing dynasties must be searched.51
50 See chapter 6 (6.1.2).
51 See more in chapter 4 (4.3) where I try to find the differences and similarities between the Finnish 
and Chinese.
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The second important problem in my research is: Did Ming-style furniture influence 
Finnish modern furniture? What is the proof of influence? To what extent and in what way 
was this influence? Because Ming-style furniture appeared earlier than Finnish modern 
furniture, and they have similar characters in form, it is very possible that Ming-style furni-
ture influenced Finnish modern furniture. But if enough evidence cannot be found to sup-
port this possibility, this assumption may be invalid. Fang Hai’s words give me confidence 
when he explains how he solves the same trouble in his research: 
One of the most difficult aspects of writing this book involved finding or proving direct or 
indirect relationships between modern designers and Chinesism. In many cases, it was almost 
impossible to achieve this goal. …Therefore…on more than one occasion it has been necessary 
to take recourse to logical supposition, and sometimes even hypothesis”. (Fang, 2004a, iv)
Drawing an objective conclusion is the third difficulty in this comparative research because 
for a researcher it is natural to have a certain research purpose or hypotheses, or even 
just the sense of national pride, as Mattei Dogan asserts that it is difficult for researchers 
to free their minds from national pride when they make comparative research between 
their motherland and another country (see Dogan, 2006, 32). For example, in the paper 
The Influence on Western Modern Furniture from Ming and Qing Dynasty’s the authors believe 
that “Chinese traditional furniture has forecasted the Western modern furniture in the 20th 
century” and that “the modern furniture has been the mainstream of furniture today. It 
seems to be Western, actually international and more Chinese” (Fei et al. 2004, 30). Here 
is an example of another side of an arbitrary opinion. In his paper Ma Ruiping analysed 
the materials, historical environment, cultural thinking and aesthetic characters of the 
furniture of the Chinese Ming Dynasty and Thailand Ayutthaya Period. By emphasising 
the advantage of Thai furniture, the author criticised Ming-style furniture: its develop-
ment was slow; it paid attention to moral and feudal ethical codes, so it ignored humans’ 
normal requirement in function; as a whole Ming-style furniture had consistent taste, but 
individual pieces lacked distinct individuality; designers had no important reputation; 
and carpenters’ social status were low. Therefore creators lacked enthusiasm in creating 
as Ming-style furniture focused on practical usage. The appreciation and production of 
furniture are separated: the literati did not understand the handicrafts, and craftsmen had 
no rich design theory (see Ma, 2008). In my opinion, some of these criticisms are not true. 
There are some prejudgments here because the author has a strong subjective leaning. He 
only saw the results which were expected, and ignored others. This attitude is unfair to 
both sides in the comparative study. 
According to Strauss and Corbin, by using “the later more realistic and balanced modi-
fications of that book’s (1967) purposeful rhetoric” (Strauss & Corbin, 1994, 277), to some 
extent the hypotheses or conjecture could be used in the research process but not in the 
conclusion directly. Hypotheses or conjecture cannot be against the basic fact, or they could 
be too much arbitrary. After all the result of qualitative research is not as clear as “1 plus 
1 equals 2”. Many factors affect the form of furniture, and the situation of connection be-
tween the two kinds of furniture was complicated. A relatively justifiable conclusion can be 
drawn from the objective standpoint together with analysis of the abundant data. 
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2 A Comparison of Material, 
Form and Function
The style of Finnish modern furniture is a living style. It belongs to modern design, com-
bining modern and traditional elements into one. Since there are strict criteria for de-
fining Ming-style furniture such as certain material, style, period and area, the style of 
Ming-style furniture has been handed down in the form of beautiful handicrafts due to 
its unique shape and exquisite technical craftsmanship. The two kinds of furniture have 
characters in common; the simple elegance came from their overall pursuit of good ma-
terials, decoration, structure and function. The comparison and analysis of the two is as 
follows. 
2.1  A coMpArison of MAtEriAL 
Different materials are used for making furniture, such as wood, steel and fiberglass etc. 
Of these, wood is the most important furniture material. Generally, wood is suited to carv-
ing and shaping. It is soft and relatively durable; wood furniture can be kept in a beautiful 
condition for a long time if it is taken care of well. The cost of wooden furniture depends 
on the type of wood and the decorative work involved. 
2.1.1 finnish modern furniture’s pursuit of plainness by using ordinary woods
For the production of furniture, Finns use the wood of birch (Fig.1 and Fig.2), pine 
(Fig.3), spruce (Fig.4) and also oak, ash, elm and black alder (Fig.5). According to the 
report of the National Forest Inventory (NFI), the dominant tree species in Finland are 
birch, pine and spruce (Fig.6, Webpage, NFI). They usually have a light colour and many 
advantages: structural strength, insulation, soft tactile character and a variety of tex-
tures. 
Birch wood for example, is fine grained and pale in colour, often with an attractive 
satin like sheen. In addition, ripple figuring may occur. Birch is an extremely solid, durable 
and very flexible and springy material. For furniture production, birch is generally easy to 
work with when using hand and machine tools, though boards with wild grain can cause 
grains to tear out during machining operations. In addition, it glues and finishes well. 
Birch ply is one of the lightest, strongest and most dimensionally stable ply woods (see 
Webpage, JPO (a)). Due to the characteristics of birch it is easy to achieve a perfect quality 
in the surface treatment of birch furniture products. Birch (or its sheets of plywood) is one 
of the most widely used woods for making furniture in Finland.
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Fig.1 and Fig.2 Birch Wood     Fig.3 Pine Wood  Fig.4 Spruce Wood     Fig.5 Black alder 
            Wood
Fig.6 Volume of growing stock by tree species groups in 1922-2011
Pine is another wood which is commonly used in Finnish furniture. Its wood is moderately 
soft but tough and distinct straight grained. The smoothness of planed surfaces is pleasant 
to the human touch. Due to slow growth, pine has relatively narrow growth rings, and 
it has been found that the narrower the rings, the better the suitability for machine and 
hand tool working. The percentage of heartwood in pine is high, which means it has an 
enhanced resistance to humidity variations and weather stresses. This is an advantage in 
furniture making, as it is does not easily deform. Pine has strong tensile and shear strength, 
but it can be easily modified, such as with heat treatments. Pine wood can be regarded as a 
healthy material with no negative health effects and is easy to use also in “do-it-yourself” 
home improvement (see Webpage, Metinfo).
Spruce is typically creamy white, with a hint of yellow or red and characterised by a 
subtle gloss. It has a fine, even texture, and a consistently straight grain. The annual rings 
of spruce wood are clearly visible in all planes. The presence of resin in spruce wood re-
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sults in its pleasant scent. Owing to the poor self-pruning of branches in spruce, the wood 
contains numerous knots, distributed in whorls. The knots are typically hard and tend to 
loosen and fall out after drying (see Tjoelker et al. 2007, 333) allowing for the spruce to be 
easily worked. It glues and finishes well, though it can give poor (blotchy and inconsistent) 
results when being stained due to its closed pore structure. Since spruce is lightweight and 
low in strength, it is a good choice for framing and light construction, furniture and box 
making (see Webpage, Wood-database).
These qualities above make these woods flexible and versatile furniture materials. In 
the 1930s, Finland was the leading country in the field of birch ply production (see Korven-
maa, 2012, 93). Finnish modern design was realised in wooden furniture. Being familiar 
with this material, a designer could create a simpler modelling language. When the grow-
ing young middle class started to have interior design done in their apartments in cities 
and towns which were developed fast, the main selling points of the furniture were its 
concise, light and adaptive nature (see ibid, 91). Being based on using wood and wooden 
structures, many architects and designers in Fiskars have made technological innovations 
by producing various kinds of plywood (see Fang & Chen, 2002, 86-87).
The affection for wood, which is always in the minds of designers, motivates design-
ers to look for ways to use it. For example, this outdoor bench in Fig.7 has the structure 
of Modernism and uses stone as the main material. Despite these hard and cold elements, 
the bench still has a warm feeling about it because of its wood surface. I use this example 
to show that in modern economic society, stone is used to make outdoor chairs since it is 
strong and easy to be cleaned; cube can be formed efficiently. Although the design and 
production of this bench caters to the needs of modern life, Finnish designers still have not 
forgotten what people need. They use relative soft and warm wood to balance the strong 
and cold feeling which were brought by the stone and the cube, making objects with both 
functional and aesthetically pleasing.
Fig.7 Outdoor bench, Helsinki
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Similarly, because of the affection for wood, in the process of surface treatment for furni-
ture, Finns use natural lacquer and reagents mainly, such as oil, waxes and soap. However, 
in some other countries, people would like to use thick polyurethane for protecting the 
surface of furniture from being scratched. In this way, the natural original materials could 
not be shown. So, this kind of painting was almost never used in Finnish modern furniture 
(see Hagiwara, 2012, 148).
2.1.2 Chinese Ming-style furniture’s pursuit of luxury by using hardwoods 
Whereas Finnish modern furniture designers poured a profound sentiment of original 
wood into their works, Chinese Ming-style furniture designers loved wood to the extreme. 
But there is a crucial difference between the two. Finnish modern furniture uses common 
trees which grow extensively in Finland. However, Ming-style furniture sought luxury fea-
tures by using valuable hardwoods. In the Yongle era (1402-1424), Zhu Di, the third emperor 
of the Ming Dynasty inaugurated a series of naval missions that “went far beyond anything 
China had seen before or for many centuries since. For a narrow slice of time, from 1405 to 
1433, China was Asia’s paramount naval power” (LaFleur et al. 2003, 42). From 1405, court 
official Zheng He’s treasure fleet conducted widespread trade and diplomacy throughout 
the Indian Ocean on seven occasions. To help ships balance, when Chinese goods were 
brought to other countries, special local hardwood was used as cargo in each homeward 
voyage. This is the time when the Chinese first became aware of hardwoods. Sarah Han-
dler notes that: “from the mid sixteenth century did the Chinese begin to use hardwoods 
widely for furniture; this is the period when they lifted the ban on maritime trade and began 
importing large quantities of tropical hardwoods from Southeast Asia” (Handler, 2001, 1). 
These woods are Red Sandalwood52, Huang-hua Pear Wood53, Chicken-wing Wood54, 
Mesua Ferrea55 and Ebony56. It was the large amounts of rare and priceless hardwood timber 
obtained at that time that built the basis for the golden age of traditional Chinese wooden 
furniture in the Ming and Qing dynasties. These woods are the various Pterocarpus species 
under the collective name Hong-mu (in a broad sense). Ecke explained Hong-mu like this:
Indeed, hong-mu is a term as generally applied as hardwood and to almost as great a variety of 
plants in different parts of the world. Most of the hong-mu, of which there are more than thirty 
kinds, have heavy, dark colored woods, and many belong to the Leguminosae, in such genera 
as Dalbergia and Pterocarpus. (Ecke, 1963, 22) 
These woods are rare in nature and grow very slowly; that is why they are hard and very 
expensive. Hardwoods were called “art wood” by the literati in the Ming and Qing Dynas-
ties, which artistically summarised the aesthetic values of this kind of wood. In general, 
hardwoods are elegant in colour, tough, compact and resilient in texture, and have opaque 
52 Red Sandalwood: 紫檀 (zi tan).
53 Huang-hua Pear Wood: 黄花梨 (huang hua li).
54 Chicken-wing Wood: 鸡翅木 (ji chi mu).
55 Mesua Ferrea: 铁力木 (tie li mu).
56 Ebony: 乌木 (wu mu).
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and refined veins. The beauty of them played a key role in shaping the pure, beautiful and 
natural artistic character of Ming-style furniture. Besides, hardwoods are suitable for the 
carving and molding process in manufacturing furniture. Therefore, these timbers have a 
good effect on the style and structure molding. The following are individual descriptions 
for these hardwoods. Red Sandalwood (Fig.8) is a kind of hardwood with a dark purple 
or even black colour, a metallic luster and silky texture. The veins in Red Sandalwood are 
hard to detect, but its solemn and noble air is something other timbers cannot match. With a 
fine and hard closely-grained texture, Red Sandalwood is the most suitable timber for carv-
ing. Huang-hua Pear Wood (Fig.9) is delicate and closely-grained in texture, and emits an 
aroma. It can be range from light yellow to dark brown in colour with vivid and changeful 
patterns. The great variety in colour, texture, marking and grain can be seen throughout dif-
ferent parts of the log. The longer time Huang-hua Pear Wooden furniture has been used the 
brighter the luster. Chicken-wing Wood (Fig.10) has the most beautiful texture of all kinds 
of hardwoods. Its pattern looks like a bird’s plume. Mesua Ferrea (Fig.11) is extremely hard 
and heavy which is good at resisting water, corrosion and abrasion. The core of newly-cut 
Mesua Ferrea is dark maroon, and turns dark or purple brown after being exposed to the 
air. Ebony (Fig.12) is dark brown. Some have black bars and the surface is smooth like jade. 
Most logs are hollow, with only 10-15 per cent of the log is available for use. Ebony grows 
very slowly, as do other hardwoods. Burl Wood57 (Fig.13) is timber at the nodulation, with 
vivid and refined rotating lines. Usually it was used to make small decorative parts of fur-
niture. All of the hardwoods introduced above are not easily affected by humidity, weather 
and insects. Hence, they are good for making furniture, and as Ecke stated in his book: 
“The weather conditions of China allowed people with the financial ability to purchase these 
woods. We found Chinese furniture was made from various hardwoods. Some of them were 
domestic, while some of them were from the south of Asia, the tropics” (Ecke, 1991, 26).
                                            
Fig.8 Red Sandalwood 
(Webpage, Hu)         
57 Burl Wood: 瘿木 (ying mu).
Fig.13 Burl Wood 
(Webpage, Mi) 
Fig.9 Huang-hua Pear 
Wood (Cai, 2001, 86)
Fig.10 Chicken-wing 
Wood (Webpage, Ma) 
Fig.11 Mesua Ferrea (Li, 
2001b, 148)             
 Fig.12 Ebony (Webpage, 
Chen, Qingxiang)    
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It deserves mentioning that although relatively mature painting techniques had al-
ready appeared in the Shang Dynasty, Ming-style furniture did not use any painting tech-
niques in order to demonstrate a soft and smooth luster and the gorgeous texture of the 
wood itself. Some furniture was processed with wax to fully display the natural beauty and 
texture of the lumber. The wax was made from the secretion of bees. It is an environmen-
tally friendly material without any poison. The typical colours of wax are yellow, brown 
and white. Putting wax on the surface of Ming-style furniture is a method of decoration. It 
not only shows the beautiful texture of wood, but also protects wood from environmental 
damage. No matter if covered with wax or not, there is a layer of intact wrapped slurry 
on the surface of one-hundred-year old hardwood furniture. Quoted a carpenter, Chen 
Zengbi said: “Wrapped slurry is a natural surface effect of woods. It shows that the furni-
ture has been used for a long time, so that the wood has changed from being raw material 
to becoming mature by being touched for years” (Chen, 1996c, 55). It looks like transparent 
jade or amber, and gives off a solid and smooth tactile feel; it endows in furniture a role like 
that of an old friend or family member. 
2.1.3 Finnish modern furniture’s attempt at using new materials 
Besides wood, other softer materials such as rattan, cane wicker and reed are used in Finn-
ish modern furniture. Eero Aarnio started his furniture design by following traditional 
design procedures and focusing on native natural materials. In addition, “he also drew on 
other traditions, such as that of Chinese bamboo-cane furniture” (Fang, 2003c, 15). For in-
stance, in 1961 he designed a stool named the Juttu Stool by using wicker (Fig.14, Webpage, 
Design Eero Aarnio). These materials gave users a softer and warmer feeling, since they do 
not possess great strength, and they are used in parts of furniture most of the time, for ex-
ample in Alvar Aalto’s Stool with Y-shaped legs (1947, Fig.15) and the armrest of Armchair 
E 45 (1947, Fig.16). For the same purpose Ming-style furniture used some soft materials 
partly. As Fang Hai describes:
Typical Chinese chairs approached seat design from a different angle with more or less flexible 
but not thick seats with natural materials. The seat often has two layers of matting: rattan 
above and palm fiber below, which provide both strength and the pressure to be reasonably dis-
tributed, mainly to the bones which should be the real support of the body. (Fang, 2004a, 28)
Fig.14 Juttu Stool, by 
Eero Aarnio         
Fig.15 Stool with 
Y-shaped Legs and
Fig.16 Armrest of 
Armchair E 45, by 
Alvar Aalto
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Fig.17 shows the reverse side of the seat surface of a Ming-style chair. In Fig.18, the Ming-
style stool has a pure palm fiber seat surface.
                                                                           
                                                                           
           
 Fig.17 Reverse side of seat surface of Ming-style chair      Fig.18 Ming-style stool with palm fiber
                   seat surface
In fact, the so-called new materials have the same characters: they are all natural, flexible 
and organic materials, giving people a similar visual and tactile sense. However because 
of the development of technology in modern times, Finnish designers have had the oppor-
tunity to try some real new materials, and hence they have had more space to be creative. 
Aarnio was still affected by the traditional Finnish way of making furniture, using wood, 
during the period of 1960 and 1961. However, by the early 1960s, he seized on the possibil-
ity offered by the new fiberglass and plastics-materials that had been ignored by his design 
school’s professors. Kukkapuro also is famous for his fiberglass design. They were the first 
designers who used fiberglass. But why did this happen? Below, I suggest reasons for this.
First, certain design forms looked for material. The 1960s was the time of technological 
progress and rapid economic growth. It was fashionable to be a technical romantic back 
then. Anne Veinola describes that: “the new colors introduced at the time were playful, free 
and futuristic” (Veinola, 2003, 56). It was the “space age” with its special design language. 
For example, Finnish designer Matti Suuronen designed Futuro House by using fiberglass. 
Its shape looks like that of a UFO (Fig.19). Fewer than 100 of these kinds of houses were 
built during the 1960s and the early 1970s. Some critics believe Aarnio’s fiberglass designs 
from the 1960s were closely associated with the space age. However, Aarnio denied this by 
saying: “for me this is not modern or futuristic furniture. It’s today. It’s how I live” (op. cit. 
Scally, 2008, 12). I still would like to believe that his design in the 1960s was influenced by 
the “space age”, maybe in a subconscious way, since he is an active designer, and is always 
sensitive to extraordinary things. Furthermore, he even furthered this fashion since his 
furniture was shown in many science fiction movies. 
For this kind of anti-traditional design style of the space age, fiberglass allowed com-
plex shapes to be produced relatively easily, therefore marking a major departure from 
the traditional forms that are structured with legs, backs and joints. Fiberglass furniture 
was perfect for the new trend toward a flexible decoration and lifestyle: it could be used 
outdoors as well as indoors, and it practically called for an unorthodox sitting posture: to 
be sat up straight. 
However, the material itself yielded certain shapes. Aarnio said: “In the sixties, fiber-
glass gave me an opportunity to break with traditional thinking of designing furniture. 
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At that time, new materials forms and thinking were like so many explosions in field of 
design and music that delighted my generation” (op. cit. Fang, 2003c, 18). Aarnio realised 
that, with regards fiberglass, “the material could be rounded, without attachments; things 
appeared seemingly made of one piece, allowing him to abandon what had been consid-
ered the traditional shapes until then” (The Beautiful World of Eero Aarnio, 2009, 7). Looking 
for a structure which would work well with the newly available fiberglass technology, he 
designed the Ball Chair (1963, Fig.20). 
Due to the flaw in production technique, since fiberglass is always laminated by hand 
on a smooth mould, the visible surface is shiny but the reverse side is somewhat rough. 
Therefore it has always been attempted to hide this surface of products. This limitation of 
the material somehow also contributed to the shape of furniture. For example, in Pastilli 
Chair, (1967, Fig.21), the rough is on the reverse side and totally invisible. Aarnio once said: 
“To design is to solve the problem. It is not a question of the decade, good design is time-
less” (op. cit. Fang, 2003c, 18). To solve the problem, designers have big space for which to 
choose the appropriate materials and structures. 
Fig.19 Futuro House, by 
Matti Suuronen    
2.2  A coMpArison of dEcorAtion 
All designs are tied to the purpose of formal beauty in the end. But it is always a difficult 
thing in the process of functional design. For instance, by improving the aspects of func-
tion and technique of a product, designers are not always able to achieve a desirable ap-
pearance. However, Finnish modern furniture and Chinese Ming-style furniture found the 
same effective decoration method. 
2.2.1 The concise decoration of finnish modern furniture 
Finnish furniture design eliminates non-essentials and deems frugality a necessary charac-
ter. In furniture, decoration is furniture itself; there is no extra element which is used espe-
cially for decoration; even after the 1970s, the time of Postmodernism. But in contrast to the 
design of Modernism here you could find richness, and the vitality of glowing colours to 
some extent, which came from the quality of the function and comparison of the different 
texture of materials. For instance, a wooden structure and knitted fabric seat surface can be 
found in Aalto’s Cantilever Chair (Fig.22). They created a variety in the visual effect. Some 
parts of the details contributed to the integral beauty of the furniture, for example the sub-
Fig.20 Ball Chair, 
by Eero Aarnio
Fig.21 Pastilli Chair, by Eero 
Aarnio
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tle X-shaped Legs (l954, Fig.23). Also in Aalto’s Paimio Chair (1930-1931, Fig.24), the three 
narrow gaps at the back played a role for ventilation. This detail and its curly line structure 
were not designed for ornament but still have a feature of beauty. The Folding Screen 100 
(1936, Fig.25) may be curved into different S-shapes. Of course, the curved line is not only 
for formal beauty but mainly for its function. The screen could stand up, but only if it was 
kept in the S-shape. When looking at the Tomato Chair (Aarnio, 1971, Fig.26) from differ-
ent angles it is apparent that it is more than a chair, and is in fact also a visual art. Its rich 
curved lines attract peoples’ eyes and invite them to touch. These qualities of beauty exist 
in the necessary structures and materials. They were quite attractive but modest. These 
concise decorations of Finnish modern furniture are based on developed techniques, for 
example the invention of X-shaped legs, and the industrial production system according 
to the requirements of Modernism: being efficient and concise, because designers always 
give priority to function.
 Fig.22 Cantilever Chair, Fig.23 Stools with X-shaped Legs and Fig.24 Paimio Chair, by Alvar Aalto 
                                                     
        
Fig.25 Folding Screen 100, by Alvar Aalto     Fig.26 Tomato Chair (Webpage, Night-freeze), 
     by Eero Aarnio        
2.2.2 The concentrative decoration of Chinese Ming-style furniture
There were various methods of decoration for Ming-style furniture, such as engraving, 
inlay, painting and so on. Many materials were used in decoration: marble, enamel, shell, 
copper, bamboo, and ivory as well as jade. But the decoration was never complicated. It 
never occupied a large area but always was arranged properly according to the need of 
the whole design plan. The character of decoration of Ming-style furniture was summed 
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up by Wang Shixiang like this: “It is concentrative generally, and even if it is not seen as 
decoration by people, less is better than more” (Wang, 2010, 260). The characters will be 
discussed below.
Firstly, being similar to Finnish modern furniture, Ming-style furniture kept a natural 
beauty in order to pursue the beauty of wood and clean lines; for example, as with the 
Cross-leg Chair58 (Fig.27), which only contains a small area of engravings on the footrest. 
In this Round-backed Armchair59 (Fig.28) decorations are on the top and on the bottom 
parts of the back splat, which are called kaiguang60 (Fig.29) and liangjiao61 (Fig.30). On the 
cabinet, people prefer to show off the brass hinges that adorn the plane wood doors (Fig.31, 
Handler, 2001, 260). 
                                                      
 Fig.27 Simple Decoration                                       Fig.28 Round-backed Armchair
                                                
Fig.29 and Fig.30 Decoration parts: Kaiguang and Liangjiao           
                    Fig.31 Brass Hinges
These decorations and the big background complement each other so that an orderly, 
eye-catching and moderately proper comparison can be made between them. The few, 
yet elegant, decorations that are hidden in inconspicuous places are in accordance with 
the aesthetic standard of visual arts. Generally, the use of any unitary material is liable to 
allow a state of harmony. This is the reason why the personality of Ming-style furniture is 
always quiet. But only harmony and tranquility give rise to visual insensitivity and fatigue. 
If there is to be an attractive small object, that becomes the focus based on the steady and 
58 Cross-leg Chair: 交椅 (jiao yi).
59 Round-backed Armchair: 圈椅 (quan yi).
60 Kaiguang: 开光 (kai guang).
61 Liangjiao: 亮脚 (liang jiao).
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fitting form, it must make the furniture come alive. So, it is necessary to have some variety 
to a small extent. Human vision is habitually directed towards a focal point. A marvelous 
small adornment effectively forms the “eye” of a piece of furniture. This makes it possible 
for a person’s vision to communicate with the furniture in that it is dazzling without being 
miscellaneous, and does not spoil the overall style of the furniture. 
Where were those small parts of decoration put in Ming-style furniture? This is the 
second character. They are combinations of decoration and structure. For example, the 
two engraved parts on the top of the Basin Shelf (Fig.32) could be seen as hooks for hang-
ing towels and also decorations. Fig.33 shows that Spandrel62 is not only a component for 
beauty. It changes the square frame into a triangle, the steadiest structure. With the func-
tion of beautification, the decorated parts played roles of fixation and support, constitut-
ing necessary and important parts in the structure. This design idea is similar to Finnish 
modern furniture: merge decoration into the structure of furniture.
Qiu Zhitao’s eye-movement experiment supports this phenomenon. It shows that some 
small parts such as Spandrel and Arch in Ming-style furniture are attractive to people’s 
eyes (see Qiu, 2006, 91-94). This attraction could be due to people’s pleasure in the object, or 
come from this object being difficult to be understood for people. If the object is a text work, 
the difficulty of understanding could bring about a negative effect in people. But being dif-
ferent from a text work, it does not matter if a decorative pattern cannot be understood by 
people easily. In this case, people will maintain their interest in it for long time by trying 
to find a way out from the puzzle. It is exactly the process of aesthetic appreciation which 
actually brings people another kind of pleasure.
                                           
Fig.32 and Fig.33 Constructional decoration parts 
2.3  A coMpArison of structurE And function
With regard furniture, structure is not an isolated concept. It always mainly offers service to 
function. That is why they must be discussed together. Finnish modern furniture and Ming-
style furniture not only have similar ideas about material and decoration but also a simi-
lar proper structure and practical function. Designers focused on the elegant structure and 
ergonomics since they respected the user’s physical requirement and spiritual enjoyment. 
62 Spandrel (牙子, ya zi): triangle accessory in the corner of Ming-style furniture.
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2.3.1 finnish modern furniture: proper structure, and the aesthetical, practical 
and entertainment function
2.3.1.1 Curved line and simple structure
Eliel Saarinen showed that being concise in form, prominent in function and suitable for 
human feelings were noteworthy characters in furniture design. The Side Chair (1929-1930, 
Fig.34, Webpage, Eliel Saarinen), with its fluid lines and restrained elegance are typical of 
Eliel Saarinen’s work. The revolutionary forms of Aalto’s furniture are based on techni-
cal inventions. At the turn of the 1930s pine wood was used as glulam boards in Finnish 
modern furniture. Peter Dormer introduces glulam board like this: “Strips of wood with 
their grains flowing in the same direction, when glued together in narrow strips, make a 
strong, resilient material, which can be used to create curves of much greater strength” 
(Dormer, 1993, 120). After the technique of curved wood was developed, Aalto’s furniture 
was formed with this organic style. The first important piece of furniture of Aalto was 
the Paimio Chair. Inspired by Marcel Breuer’s (1902-1981, Hungary) tubular-steel Wassily 
Chair (1928), it was a great work in bent wood that seems to test the limits of plywood man-
ufacturing. This chair’s framework consists of two closed loops of laminated wood, which 
form the arms, legs, and floor runners. Between the two closed loops there is the seat, 
which is a thin sheet of plywood tightly bent at both top and bottom into sinuous scrolls. 
Some other examples of the curved line: looking from the flank of the Cantilever Chair, 
there is only a big wooden “S” and fabric texture. The shape is so simple, its function is good. 
Aalto´s  Folding Screen 100 also used this design language. It separates indoor space in an 
organic way. Even a table in the Finlandia Hall (1971) was designed with an organic curved 
shape (Fig.35). Stool L 60 (1933, Fig.36) is an example of such a simple style. This beautiful 
stool incorporated Aalto’s famous design, the “bent knee”. Its legs were bent to form a right 
angle that could wrap under a seat or a tabletop and be fixed with screws. This simple and 
effective joint is a marvelous character of what was known as the “Aalto leg”. The stool 
was made up of only four wooden parts, three Aalto legs and a round seat. The legs were 
attached to the seat at 120 degree angles which meant they could interlock and stack easily. 
They can occupy a minimal storage space so are ideal for schools, meeting rooms or offices. 
This stool is simple looking; it makes inside space simple also, even when many of them are 
stacked. When many stools are stacked-up, the triple spiral trajectory makes stools look like 
an interesting sculpture (Fig.37). It is pureness of form and harmony of proportion. 
Fig.34 Side Chair,                   Fig.35 Table, Finlandia Hall      Fig.36 and Fig.37 Stool L 60, 
by Eliel Saarinen          by Alvar Aalto     
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2.3.1.2 Practical function: ergonomics63
According to Peter Dormer, “in the decade or so immediately after the Second World War, 
a number of European and North American designers probably overweighted their inter-
ests towards ergonomics and empirical research into function, in the reasonable belief that 
a thing that is nice to handle contributes to general well-being” (Dormer, 1993, 16). The 
International Ergonomics Association defines ergonomics as follows: 
Ergonomics (or human factors) is the scientific discipline concerned with the un-
derstanding of interactions among humans and other elements of a system, and the 
profession that applies theory, principles, data and methods to design in order to 
optimize human well-being and overall system performance. (Xie & Huang, 2009, 7) 
Ergonomics somehow is a law in modern design. It is employed to fulfill the two goals 
of health and productivity. It is relevant in the design of such things as safe furniture and 
easy-to-use interfaces to machines. Per Langaa Jensen believes that ergonomics and pro-
ductivity elements are intimately entwined. Overcoming the ergonomic pitfall therefore 
requires engaging the hearts and minds of industrial engineers and others to integrate 
ergonomics into the design process (see Jensen, 2002, 121-131). If the seat of the chair is of 
the wrong shape and design, the hard sides and edges and the wrong upholstery may in 
the long term press the arteries and cause problems for the user. According to the principle 
of ergonomics, there are some general dimensions for the most common forms of furniture 
in the book The Art of Rustic Furniture: chairs, tables, and beds. Since each person’s body 
has different aches and pains, and people’s position is always changing a bit, a chair should 
have an inbuilt tolerance for different bodies. Tables are somewhat more standard than 
chairs, although they should be in keeping with the need of the user and the surrounding 
furniture. Beds are pretty regular because there are standards for mattress and box springs, 
but there are various and changing tastes with regard how high off the floor the mattress 
should be (see Mack, 1996a, 143). These guidelines of measurement help designers in figur-
ing out how to make users more comfortable. 
Kukkapuro was the first designer who really promoted ergonomics, and he is called a 
scientist in the design field. Before he started professional study, from his internship in the 
Paul Boman furniture factory he realised that it is not necessary for a chair to have a cer-
tain shape. The starting point and the orientation of Kukkapuro’s designs has always been 
the human body, proportions and the furniture’s expected function. Kukkapuro describes 
eleven important factors which influenced his design. The first one is: “the seat must be at 
the right height for the feet to connect with the floor to maintain circulation in the thighs” 
(op. cit. Aav et al. 2008, 9). In his opinion, ergonomics is related closely with Functional-
ism. This is became his personal work tradition, is making chairs that are very comfortable. 
From his design experience he sums: “My teachers were very pure-natured functionalists 
63 The date for when ergonomics was born can be pinpointed fairly accurately to 12 July 1949, when 
a meeting was held by K. F. H. Murrell at the British Admiralty in which an interdisciplinary group 
was formed (called the “Human Research Group”) for those interested in the problems of people 
at work (see Murrell, 1980, 281-290). At the meeting on 16 February 1950, the term ergonomics was 
adopted and the discipline could finally be said to have been born even though this word was used 
much earlier by a Polish professor called Wojciech Jastrzębowski in an article published in 1857. (see 
Oborne, 1995, 5)
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like me and later my own students. In the 1980s we slowly moved away from the purely 
functional thinking and concentrated more on the aesthetics and art, but now the Func-
tionalism is again coming back” (op. cit. Fang, 2001a, 11). He criticises some designers like 
this: “I have to wonder about many of the chairs of contemporary designers, in which the 
seat can be up to a metre deep and the backrest thirty centimeters high. How can you sit 
in something like that? One could be sitting on a tree stump. But perhaps they’re works of 
sculpture rather than chairs” (op. cit. Aav et al. 2008, 52). 
In the 1960s, the period of change in furniture, traditional forms and materials were re-
jected, and plastic and fibreglass became widespread. For Kukkapuro, the decade marked a 
shift to engagement with ergonomic questions. The fiberglass Karuselli Chair (1964, Fig.38) is 
an excellent example of ergonomic design. Because Kukkapuro weighed up and considered 
deeply the size, in 1974 this chair was titled the “most comfortable chair in this world” in a 
furniture competition held in New York (Fang, 1999, 21). From the back side of this chair, 
you can almost see the shape of the human body in which every part is clear: shoulder, back, 
waist and buttock. Although people have different body types, the soft leather surface on this 
chair solved this problem, making the function perfect. Karuselli Chair does not fade with 
time. From the 1960s till now it still looks fashionable. In the 1990s, Kukkapuro designed a 
series of office chairs called Funktus which can be adjusted in eight places for catering to dif-
ferent sizes of needs. These chairs welcome every one of all different body sizes.
Fig.38 Karuselli Chair, by Yrjö Kukkapuro
2.3.1.3 Entertainment function 
Human requirements for furniture vary. Even though many Finnish designers deem the 
thinking about function, health and comfort as the starting point of furniture design, there 
are some designers who have showed their unique pursuit of art. Aarnio is a good example 
here. From the 1960s to the present day, Aarnio has been saying that the public’s need for 
furniture is multi-faced. The fun which his designs emit without losing their seriousness 
and rigor is the trademark of Eero Aarnio’s design. Aarnio said: “I have always studied 
my surroundings, the nature, buildings, and objects. Out of scale, in which case big can 
be small and vice versa” (Fang, 2003c, 208). Screws are used in every house but mostly 
hidden. Why not honour them as visible objects? In 1991 Aarnio designed the Screw Table 
(Fig.39). The screws are almost the size of a table. Furthermore, only the head and a portion 
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of the body of the screw are seen and it appears as if it is really fixed into the ground. In this 
way the table is given the stability necessary for it to stand upright.
In approaching the value of entertainment, Aarnio did not use the normal canons of 
furniture design but unusual characters. The influence of pop and op art 64was visible in 
the bright colours and more daring forms of his design works. Looking like Lego, the Co-
pacabana Table (1991, Fig.40, Webpage, Aarnio) can be assembled into different big shapes 
which are in accordance with different needs. 
Sometimes Aarnio’s chairs can be used not only as chairs; he tries to make them funny. 
For users, it is possible to sit in a Pastilli Chair or Tomato Chair, as if flowing on the water 
in the summer or sliding down a small snow hill in the winter. His interesting furniture 
provides people with a way of getting close to nature (see Fang, 2003c, 84).
                                     
Fig.39 Screw Table and Fig.40 Copacabana Table, by Eero Aarnio               
            
Aarnio’s highly artistic furniture, which reflects the flavour of contemporary times, is of 
value in the history of modern furniture design.
2.3.2 Chinese Ming-style furniture: proper structure, and the aesthetical, practi-
cal and spiritual function
Although using hardwoods is one of the key factors for the high quality of Ming-style 
furniture, this alone is not enough. The quality of the shape and structure of the furniture 
has the final right to speak, as Tian Jiaqing said: “Although precious wood is used, a piece 
of low-grade designed furniture is still a failure. Its value is akin to a piece of good paper 
which some tacky words written on it” (Tian, 2008, 55). In furniture design, good structure 
is more important than good material. The reason is that function is always more impor-
tant than other factors; the structure refers to function first. This could be one of the reasons 
for why some scholars believe that the definition of Ming-style furniture also includes 
furniture with ordinary woods but in the same style as hard wood furniture. 
Yang Yao said: “In human society, since the activities of building houses started, there 
were activities to make furniture” (Yang, 1986b, 43). In history, architecture and furniture 
64 Pop art is an art movement that emerged in the middle 1950s in Britain. It challenged the traditions 
of fine art by including imagery from popular culture. It used new materials and bold forms. Op art, 
a term coined in 1964 by Time magazine, also known as optical art, is a style of visual art that makes 
use of optical illusions. 
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appeared at the same time, and both Chinese traditional architecture and furniture used 
wooden structures. This led to the structures of them both being similar to a large extent; 
even furniture could be seen as the smaller version of architecture. Ming-style furniture 
combined the designing system of the beam and frame of a wooden building with the 
artistic carving technique, forming its prominent characters in structure. Some of them are 
for beauty of form; some of them are for the need of function which may not be noticed 
sometimes by the layman. Regardless, the elegant structure can be appreciated by every-
one on first sight. 
2.3.2.1 Curved line and simple structure
The literati and craftsmen used lines to produce a tall, steady and simple form of furniture. 
The lines were almost purely for decoration, mainly applied in the legs, edges and arches of 
furniture with diverse style. These lines not only added to the beauty of the furniture, but 
also achieved natural harmony through smoothing out sharp edges and corners (Fig.41). 
Fig.41 Lines on the edge of the legs and rails65 of a Ming-style table
In chapter 1, I mentioned that there are two systems of form in Ming-style furniture. One is 
with a Waist and Foof-like Feet; the other is without a Waist and with straight legs66. Both 
of them have thin but stable bones, looking light and graceful. Especially the structures 
of the Waist, Curved Legs67 and Hoof-like Feet broke the toneless square frame. There are 
strictly proportional relations between several parts on one piece of furniture. For example, 
the high Waist of the incense stand (Fig.42, Handler, 2001, 298) made the whole piece of 
furniture taller like a ballet dancer. Since the incense stand is tall and thin, at the bottom the 
board strengthens the structure as an extra guarantee for stability. It also compensates for 
the visual feeling of ballet dancing.  
The original purpose of rail is to make the structure fixed and solid. At the same time, 
designers made them as beautiful as possible. Ming-style furniture became more attrac-
tive by using the curved line of the Hunchback Rail68 (Fig.43 and Fig.44).
65 Rail (枨 cheng): the beam connecting the legs of tables or chairs.
66 See chapter 1, Fig.22 and Fig.23.
67 Curved Legs: 三弯腿 (san wan tui).
68 Hunchback Rail: 罗锅枨 (luo guo cheng).
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Fig.42 Incense Stand                                 Fig.43 and Fig.44 Hunchback Rails
The Qiaotou Table69 (Fig.45) also was originally designed for practical function. However, it 
has an aesthetic function as well. The curls on the two sides of the tabletop look like wings 
of a bird, making furniture look slender and cheerful. People are attracted by its beauty 
even more than by its use. The wing like edge curls on the two sides of the top of table look 
like the cornice of traditional Chinese buildings which give off a feeling of flying. It made 
the furniture rich with changeable lines.
While Baroque and Rococo decorative styles, based on the dynamic curving technique, 
were on the rise during the eighteenth century, the application of lines in Ming-style fur-
niture was much more lively than the above two styles. In Ming-style furniture, lines in 
part were unified in the whole melody of lines, visually stressing variations in the form 
and smoothness of the lines. Combinations of all kinds of lines allowed for a tall, steady 
and simple form of furniture, which represented the lively and clear artistic style of Ming-
style furniture. Take the Round-backed Armchair, for example: the back and armrest were 
smoothly linked by a unit of curves, forming a generous and forceful model. The convex-
concave effect produced by the curves of the back board of the Official’s Hat Chair (Fig.46) 
not only made the furniture more comfortable, but also helped to highlight a sense of space 
levels in the form of the furniture, enriching the artistic expressiveness of the lines in its 
design. Rhythmic lines endowed the furniture with a refreshing spirit. 
                                                                                                 
Fig.45 Qiaotou Table                                                   Fig.46 Official’s Hat Chair 
69 Qiaotou Table: 翘头案 (qiao tou an).
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2.3.2.2 Scientific structure
As Chinese people have always been particular about sitting straight according to the ethics 
of Confucianism, seat surface have always been vertical with the back board. However, the 
design of Ming-style chairs improved in some details on this by adjusting the length, width 
and height to make the proportion between the entirety and parts as well as parts and parts 
suitable. For example, in contrast to chairs from the Tang Dynasty and the Song Dynasty, 
seat plates were raised to average 40-50cm above the ground, enabling people’s legs and 
feet to naturally touch the ground. Large-scale chairs usually have relatively higher seat 
surfaces in proportion to their entire shape; it is taller than the standard height according to 
ergonomics. But this problem was solved through footrests (Fig.47). The average height of 
footrests is around 7cm, and the average distance between footrests and the seat surfaces of 
chairs is around 41cm. Back boards were usually as high as people’s necks, enabling people 
to rest their heads on them. Back boards formed an incline of 100-105 degrees and were 
shaped like an “S” according to the natural curve of the human spine (Fig.48, Pu, 1999, 155, 
Fig.49 and Fig.50). Wen Zhenheng recorded the size of a brush holder in his book Zhang 
Wu Zhi70: “Length of it is 6-7 Cun71, height is 1.2 cun, and width is more than 2 cun. A brush 
holder of this size can be used for holding 4 brushes” (Wen, Qing Dynasty, Vol.7, 27). This 
example demonstrates how the function controlled the size in design in the Ming Dynasty.
Fig.47 Painting: The Banquet in Han Xizai’s Home (part) (Webpage, 3zitie (a)), by Tang Yin72, 
footrest was used together with the Backrest Chair in the Ming Dynasty 
70 Zhang Wu Zhi (长物志) was written by painter Wen Zhenheng (文震亨, 1585-1645) in the Ming Dy-
nasty.
71 Zhang (丈), Chi (尺), Cun (寸) and and Fen (分) are Chinese length units. 1 Chi equals to 10 Cun; 1 
Cun equals to 10 Fen. However the length of same unit was different in different dynasties. 1 Cun in 
the Ming Dynasty equals 3.2 cm nowadays. 
72 Tang Yin (唐寅, 1470-1523): one of the four most famous painters in the Ming Dynasty. He was born 
in a merchant family. When he was more than 20 years old, his parents, wife and sister have died, and 
his family had come down. When he was 29 years old he became famous because he was excellent 
in the imperial examination, and was called the “best talented and romantic scholar” in the southern 
regions of Yangzi River in China. In the next year, he was affected by a case of examination fraud, and 
was canceled the right of being official for all of his life.  For him this is like falling down from heaven 
to hell. Then he gave up effort, and started to enjoy life by drinking, painting and writing poem, even 
escaping into Zen. To some extent his life experience and pursue can be seen a representative of many 
scholars and literati in that area time. This painting was a copy of a famous painting: The Banquet in 
Han Xizai’s Home by Gu Hongzhong (顾闳中, about 910-980) in the Five Dynasties period (907-960). 
Tang Yin made some creation in this copy painting according to his own furniture design idea. He 
added some pieces of new furniture for example this table and the big screen, and changed some 
forms from the original version into Ming-style, for example this backrest chair and the footrest. This 
is a proof of literati’s participating in furniture design in Ming Dymasty.
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Fig.48, Fig.49 and Fig.50 Inclination angles of back boards
The above details prove that furniture designers had acquired some understanding of the 
principles of modern ergonomics, although the concept did not exist yet in the Ming and 
Qing dynasties. Ecke commented that: “There is an accurate sense of proportion in Ming-
style furniture, its form is always in accordance with its function” (Ecke, 1991, 32). Chen 
Zengbi once made a comparison of the measurements of Ming-style chairs and modern 
Chinese chairs, the result of which reveals that their dimensions are, even from a modern 
and technological point of view, very reasonable (see Chen, 1991, 40).
Besides this, there are many other scientific structures in Ming-style furniture. A square 
is not a stable shape because it might be changed into a parallelogram as time goes by. 
There were various accessories and methods had been used to solve this problem. For 
example, most cubic shaped Ming-style furniture was supported by stand columns, and 
connected by rails. In addition to the common straight horizontal rail, there were different 
forms of delicate rails. One special rail was the Bawang Rail73 (Fig.51 and Fig.52, Ecke, 1963, 
8). Four rails connect four legs and the middle part of the bottom of the tabletop. This kind 
of rail has three advantages. First of all, as its name suggests (Bawang means overlord), it 
looks powerful, occupied the middle part of the tabletop. Second, it is higher than other 
horizontal rails, giving enough space for people’s knees when they are sitting beside the ta-
ble. Generally, if straight horizontal rails are high enough for people to get their knees un-
der, then they are not good in making the whole table a steady structure. But high Bawang 
Rails have a lower connective point on the legs of the table. This solved the two problems 
of space and being steady. In addition, in using the Bawang Rails, there is only one hole on 
each leg of the table of the tenon-and-mortise structure, reducing damage to the legs. There 
was an alternative solution for solving the same problem named the Bubugao Rail74 (Fig.53). 
It means they are higher than one another so as to avoid the two holes of the tenon-and-
mortise structure at the same place of the leg, which would make the legs weaker. 
   
                                                      
73 Bawang Rail: 霸王枨 (bawang cheng).
74 Bubugao Rail: 步步高枨 (bu bu gao cheng).
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Fig.51 and Fig.52 Bawang Rails 
One more special rail is the Hunchback Rail. It has an aesthetical function as is seen above. 
The middle part of the Hunchback Rail is higher than the two sides, looking like a tortoise-
shell. This shape enhanced its force capacity. When it is used with short Pillar-form Strut75 
(Fig.54) which connect the Hunchback Rail and the edge of the tabletop, the heavy pres-
sure can be entrusted from the edge of the tabletop to the four legs evenly. This method was 
absorbed from the structure of Chinese traditional building. 
                                                                                       
           
Fig.53 Bubugao Rails                          Fig.54 Hunchback Rails with short Pillar-form Struts
Fig.55 can be seen the box carcass with its Bottom Rails76. As with the bottom board of 
the incense stand (Fig.42), this structure let furniture stand free as did the Splayed Leg77 
(Fig.56, Ecke, 1963, 6). In the structure of the Splayed Leg, the upper legs of the table or 
chair are slightly tilted inward to increase inter-supportive strength between legs, making 
the structure steadier. Furthermore, Splayed legs rectify some optical illusion: if the legs are 
absolutely vertical, they seem not vertical in people’s eyes. Instead, furniture looks heavy 
at the headpiece but light on the bottom without stability. Splayed Legs look like a running 
horse, as is their meaning in Chinese. It gave furniture a feeling of health. Another detail 
which fixed the square shape of furniture is the Spandrel (this was mentioned in the part 
discussing decoration). All of these structure methods guaranteed that the shape of the fur-
niture could not be changed easily. They combined aesthetic beauty and practical function.
75 Pillar-form Strut: 矮老 (ai lao).
76 Bottom Rail: 托泥 (tuo ni).
77 Splayed Leg: 跑马叉 (pao ma cha).
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Fig.55 Bottom Rails                                      
Fig.56 The usage of 
Splayed Legs 
The scientific tenon-and-mortise structure (Fig.57, Handler, 2001, 262, Fig.58 and Fig.59) 
played an important role in Ming-style furniture due to its strength and durability. Yang 
Yao believed that the structural strength of Ming-style furniture relies on tenon-and-mor-
tise but not on the nails and glue. The tenon-and-mortise structure was already suitable 
for the modern mechanical principle in the Ming Dynasty. Due to this approach, although 
Ming-style furniture looks slim and delicate, it is strong and stable in structure (see Yang, 
2002, 19). Through studying Ming-style furniture, Gustav Ecke observed the same. He 
summed up three basic production principles: 1. Do not use nails, if it is necessary, wooden 
nail (Fig.60) could be used; 2. Do not use glue except it is in necessary case; 3. Never use 
screws (see Chen, 1996b, 33). It is almost impossible to adhere to these three principles in 
modern furniture production. There were various reasons for not using nails in Ming-style 
furniture. For example, the T-shape structure could not simply be fixed by nails. Otherwise 
the structure would not be steady. Furthermore, it is easy for hardwoods to be split when 
iron nails are put in by force. Another reason is that nails rust as time goes on. This makes 
them the weakness in furniture. One more reason was that high quality hard-textured 
woods are more suitable for refined carvings. Handicraftsmen can adopt relatively small 
cross-sections; make refined tenon-and-mortise joints with high precision and intensity. 
Every part in Ming-style structures was manufactured strictly in accordance with a certain 
size and proportion (Fig.61 and Fig.62). 
                
             
Fig.57, Fig.58, and Fig.59 Tenon-and-mortise structures                          Fig.60 Wooden nail
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Fig.61 The frame of a table which is completely        Fig.62 Mr. Yin is assembling this table
composed of tenon-and-mortise structures by 
Yin Hongqiang 
          
Since hardwoods were usually precious, the big and long curves in Ming-style furniture 
could not be made from a whole board, but were processed through joints. For example, in 
the Round-backed Armchair, at least two cracks were left by tenon-and-mortise techniques 
on the curve of the armrest. The tenon-and-mortise structure and wooden nail can conjoin 
the two cracks seamlessly, smoothly and firmly. If the colours of the three parts of woods 
could be chosen carefully, it is hard to find the two cracks by touching or seeing. The chair 
could be perfect as an overall whole. 
As well as a tenon-and-mortise structure joining all parts in Ming-style furniture, large 
planes such as seat plates and table boards were joined to side frames through an inlay-
ing technique. This method was called Cuanbian78 (Fig.63, Fig.64, Ecke, 1963, 152, 153 and 
Fig.65), which can appropriately modulate expansion and contraction brought about by 
temperature and humidity changes, thus firmly holding different parts together. 
               
Fig.63, Fig.64 and 
Fig.65 Cuanbian structure
78 Cuanbian: 攒边 (cuan bian).
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Although tenon-and-mortise structure and Cuanbian structure have advantages in many 
aspects, they have not been utilized well or completely in modern furniture production 
no matter in China and in other countries. This situation makes these structures look more 
unique in Ming-style furniture. 
2.3.2.3 Practical function
Although Ming-style furniture paid a lot of attention to spiritual expression, there is prag-
matism in regard to function. This is a paradox, but with its own reasons. The literati and 
craftsmen made a perfect balance based on this paradox79. The originality of Ming-style 
furniture was embodied in scientific methods in many details.
For example, the Crescent Table80 (Fig.66) is a semicircular table. The two half tables 
may be placed against the wall individually, having a graceful outline and occupying only 
a small area. They also can be put together to make a round table. Every half part has three 
or four feet. The legs on the cambered edge of the tabletop were made in the normal size, 
while the legs on the straight edge of the tabletop were made thinner: the cross sections are 
only half the size of the normal one. When the two half tables are assembled into a whole, 
the two half size-legs look like a normal one.
Although line was important in the decoration of Ming-style furniture, the design of 
“water curbing line”81 (Fig.67) was not merely for the sake of beauty but was in fact mainly 
for practical function. This closed line along the edge of the tabletop was slightly higher 
than the middle of the table so as to prevent soup or beverages from dripping off the table 
during meals by accident. Nowadays, it is popular to use water curbing lines in modern 
kitchen furniture no matter whether in China or other countries.   
                                                     
Fig.66 Crescent Table                                                         Fig.67 Water curbing line
The prototype of the Cross-leg Chair (Fig.68, Ma, 2009, 123) came from the northern part 
of the Great Wall in the Han Dynasty (202 BC-220). Since people there were nomads, and 
would never stay in any one place for a long time, they needed portable furniture. The 
Cross-leg Chair could be folded up for this purpose. Later this kind of chair became a sym-
bol of power because usually it was carried by servants when the nobility went hunting 
79 It will be discussed in chapter 3 (3.1.2).
80 Crescent Table: 月牙桌 (yue ya zhuo).
81 Water curb line: 拦水线 (lan shui xian).
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or outing (Fig.69, Webpage, Baike (a)). That is why in the Ming and Qing dynasties it was 
seldom used except for very important family ceremonies. Normally, the Cross-leg Chair 
had its own role and a fixed position in a room, and would not usually be folded or carried 
(Fig.70, Webpage, Baike (b)). But its form which gave it the possibility to be moved, offered 
people an active visual feeling, expressing the literati’s enlightened thinking. 
The design of the Qiaotou Table had its own unique characteristics. As the literati and 
artists usually put scroll paintings on their tables, the edge curls on the two sides of the 
tabletop could stop them from falling over (Fig.71, Wang, 1986, 54). This detail came from 
long-term observation of the literati and craftsmen in everyday life.  
                                                                  
          
Fig.68 Cross-leg Chair                                          Fig.69 Cross-leg Chair was used outside
                                      
Fig.70 Cross-leg Chair was used inside              Fig.71 Qiaotou Table and scroll paintings
Besides beauty in form, the scientific beauty and comfortableness which were implied by 
Ming-style furniture are also worthy of our attention. Pleasant life experiences brought by 
Ming-style furniture directly raised the degree of its visual acceptance, which produced 
the comprehensive beauty of Ming-style furniture in general.
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2.3.2.4 Spiritual function
There is an entertainment function to Ming-style furniture. I prefer to call it the function 
of enjoyment because it placed particular emphasis on the spirit, but is not only concerned 
with physical happiness. According to human geographer Wang Shixing’s description: 
“Suzhou Literati in the Ming and Qing dynasties praised quaint and cultural taste in life…
most of their beds, tables and even stationeries and toys in the study room were made of 
Red Sandalwood and  Huang-hua Pear Wood, being simple without much carving” (Wang, 
Ming Dynasty (b), Vol. 2, 21). For Literati, colourful sensory stimulation is not the best en-
joyment. Then the core design concept of their furniture was simplicity and propriety. The 
simplicity came from the pursuit of independent personality, which can relax and pacify 
the human soul. It is beneficial to deep thinking since it makes people calm down. In the 
Ming Dynasty, the famous painter Zhou Gongxia82 wrote a humourous doggerel83 on the 
back board of his Red Sandalwood armchair. The meaning is that: when I have spare time, 
I sit on it in silence. It makes feel time goes slowly without anxiety. If I will have a 70-year 
life, I will feel that is 140 year long (see Hu & Yu, 2002, 24). From this poem, we can see that 
the man enjoyed the world of his imagination.
The screen was created by people in the Ming Dynasty (Chen, 2004, 361), and it was 
more popular in the Ming and Qing dynasties than it is in modern times. A screen is not as 
necessary as other furniture such as the chair and bed in daily life. Although it does have its 
function: providing cover and separation without cutting off the flowing air, and further-
more, as they can be freely folded and spread, adding changes to the indoor environment, 
it is not the full sense of its function. The using of a screen also reflects people’s pursuit of 
privacy and implicit spiritual gusto, valuing aesthetic quality more than other furniture. 
In the Ming and Qing dynasties there was an unprecedented diversification in the shapes 
and structures of screens, for example the small standing screen (Fig.72, Li, 2001b, 4), full-
length screen (Fig.7384, Hu & Yu, 2002, 5), sorted folding screen, and even miniature table 
screen (Fig.74, Zhou, 2003, 57 and Fig.75). In addition, the hanging screen could be put on 
the wall (Fig.76, Pu, 1999, 282). The latter two have not the function of keeping privacy any-
more but represents a carrier of spiritual products of scholars such as poems, calligraphy 
and painting and was of pure function of spirit expression. Besides, the emergence of the 
Antique-and-Curio Shelf at that time was closely related to the popularity of scholars in 
appreciating antique and curio. The literati deemed Ming-style furniture an object for ap-
preciation. They possessed a mentality for admiring and playing with handicraft products 
and furniture in their quest for aesthetics. For the literati, the process of using furniture is 
the process of appreciating it.  
                                                                  
                                          
82 Zhou Gongxia: 周公瑕.
83 This humourous doggerel was created by Su Shi (苏轼, 1037-1101), a literate in the Song Dynasty.
84 This painting: Enjoying in Guqin, Chess, Calligraphy and Painting (part) was painted by Tang Yin.
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Fig.72 
Standing Screen                            
Fig.73 
Full-length Screen 
                                                           
               
Fig.74 and Fig.75 Table Screen                                                 Fig.76 Hanging Screen    
Except for some unnecessary furniture such as the screen and Antique-and-Curio Shelf, 
the meaningful decorations on Ming-style furniture offered people enjoyment. In the Ming 
Dynasty, the commercial economy was relatively developed. There were some patterns 
with auspicious and elegant meaning on Ming-style furniture including those of a dragon 
(Fig.77), chi (Fig.78), phoenix and crane, magpie, fish, pomegranate (Fig.79, Wang, 2003, 
24), bat and long drive knot (Fig.80, ibid, 44), ruyi (Fig.81) and lucid ganoderma (Fig.82) 
always have similar images and Taiji85 (Fig.83, ibid, 21) and so on. These are in line with 
Confucian thinking, which always encourages people to get material benefit from society 
through hard work. Thus people expressed their good wishes in secular life by appreciat-
ing these patterns. 
                                                                             
85 Dragon: means power; chi: means young dragon; phoenix: a bird that has renewed life in Chinese 
legend; crane: a bird with a long life in Chinese legend; magpie: means happiness; fish: means having 
abundant property; pomegranate: means lots of descendants; bat and long drive knot: mean having 
good fortune forever; ruyi: means good fortune; lucid ganoderma: a traditional Chinese magical medi-
cine; Taiji: means a diagram of the universe.
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Fig.77 Fig.78 and Fig.79 Traditional patterns: Dragon, chi and Pomegranate
                                              
Fig.80, Fig.81, Fig.82 and 
Fig.83 Decorative pattern: bat 
and Long Drive Knot, ruyi, 
Lucid  Ganoderma and Taiji
As well as those secular patterns, Ming-style furniture also preferred to use images of lotus 
(Fig.84 Wang, 1986, 93), orchid, chrysanthemum and three durable winter plants: pine, 
bamboo and plum blossom (Fig.85-Fig.89), which were seen as having noble sentiments. 
Furthermore, some motives about scenery including mountains, water, rocks, and clouds, 
were used to show people’s love of nature. In Ming-style furniture, people’s viewpoint of 
decoration mainly belonged to the spirit level which transcends utilitarianism. Ming-style 
furniture is the embodiment of the literati’s lofty spiritual realm through the combining of 
those decorations with refined form.86
86 This topic will be complemented in chapter 4 (4.3.2.1).
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Fig.84 Traditional pattern: Lotus
                                    
Fig.85-Fig.89 Traditional patterns: Orchid, Chrysanthemum, Pine, Bamboo and Plum Blossom
In Ming-style furniture, there is an educational function as well as an entertainment func-
tion. It closely connected with Chinese Confucianism.87 
87 See chapter 4 (4.1.2.3).
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2.4 coMpArAtiVE AnALysis of forM And function
The table below (table1) demonstrates the characters in detail of every aspect of this com-
parison in this chapter between the two kinds of furniture. The comparative analysis is 
based on this inductive work by using the grounded theory method. 
Table 1
items Main similarities description
finnish modern 
furniture
chinese Ming-style furniture
Material · wood (natural 
materials)
· ordinary local wood 
(solid 
woods  and plywoods)
- birch
- pine
- spruce
· also use other ma-
terials 
- wicker, bamboo, 
fiberglass, and 
metal
· luxury hardwoods (solid woods)
- Red Sandalwood
- Huang-hua Pear Wood
- Chicken-wing Wood 
- Mesua Ferrea 
- Ebony 
- Burl Wood 
· also use other materials for struc-
ture or decoration 
- palm fiber
- wicker, marble, porcelain, 
enamel, shell,  copper,  bamboo, 
ivory, jade
surface 
treatment
· showing original 
materials 
generally
· oil, wax and soap
· natural lacquer and 
reagents
· wax
· natural wrapped slurry
decoration · being simple 
· combine with 
functional 
structure
· no extra decoration
· no extra implicated 
cultural meaning
· delicate decoration in small areas
· with rich cultural meaning
structure · organic form
· tenon-and-mor-
tise structures
· modular design
· curved and slim but 
strong line
· being simple
· various and com-
plicated tenon-and-
mortise structures
· modular design
· curved and slim but strong line
· being simple 
· simple tenon-and-mortise  struc-
tures
· connecting by screws
· modular design
function · with explicit func-
tion
· being ergonomic
· scientific details 
· with explicit function
· being ergonomic
· scientific details 
· entertainment func-
tion
· with explicit function
· being ergonomic
· scientific details 
· spiritual function
· educational function
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2.4.1 Comparative analysis of material
2.4.1.1 The affection of people towards wood
Wood is the main material of Finnish modern furniture and Ming-style furniture. The 
Finnish and Chinese have the same affection toward wood. But there are some important 
differences between the uses of wood in the making of the two the kinds of furniture, 
showing their different attitudes toward wood, as Elizabeth Gaynor wrote: “What makes a 
home personal is much the same: the things which fill its room give it its individuality and 
texture and ought to reflect those who live within” (Gaynor, 1984, 67). Many design facts 
and data demonstrate that in Finnish people’s eyes all species are beautiful and respectable 
no matter whether it is ordinary or rare. I would like to use the case of Nikari to demon-
strate Finnish designers’ idea of using wood in detail. Kari Virtanen has the same idea as 
them with regard material use. When he was asked, “Which species of wood is your fa-
vourite in your design”, his answer could be representative of other Finnish designers too: 
“it is hard to say which one is my favourite. I choose woods according to their characters 
in relationship to the needs of my design”. Then he told a joke: “Of course for Christmas, 
the Christmas tree is the best” (Virtanen, personal communication, 6.5.2014). Holding this 
opinion, Finnish designers would not choose wood with regard to its economic value. But 
Chinese hardwoods are more valuable than ordinary woods in the literati’s eyes so that 
they are very expensive. 
Finns’ affection toward wood is firstly based on the fact that Finland is rich with an 
abundance of forests. In all, “69% of the land area is covered by forest” (Talve, 1997, 15). 
Finland’s wet climate and rocky soils are ideal for forests. Trees do well throughout the 
country, except in some areas north of the Arctic Circle. The forest is Finland’s green gold, 
and in traditional and today’s ways of life and art timber retains a central role. People have 
gained a lot from wood, such as warmth and light. During the time of wars, men at the 
front had to rediscover the primitive lifestyles and building methods of the “forest Finn in a 
multitude of ways” (Pallasmaa et al. 1987, 20). In their spare time they enjoyed themselves 
by wood carving and other crafts. After the wars, when the country started reconstruction, 
wood was the obvious material for building houses. Even now, many Finnish people still 
retain some carpentry tools in home. They feel happy performing some carpentry work for 
sheer enjoyment after their day job has finished.88 
Like other developed countries in this world, modern Finland also has been affected 
by Rationalism thought, but Finnish modern and contemporary designers never gave up 
searching for their national spirit. Using wood in design and handcraft has been always 
their main approach to meet this aim, and the main way of expressing their national affec-
tion. Master designers’ advocacy of using ordinary wood is a powerful incentive for others 
to follow suit. In using wood, Alvar Aalto played a role of an advocate. At the turn of the 
88 Finns value wooden furniture. An extreme example is that in a meeting room of the building of the 
Finnish Forest Research Institute, the names of different wood species are printed on the back side of 
every chair (Fig.90). Those chairs are designed by Kari Virtanen. He told me that through manufac-
turing the chairs of different Finnish wood species he and the Forest Research Institute wanted to tell 
about the Finnish forests and nature, the biodiversity, different wood species and their specific differ-
ences as a wood material. This was made visible in an interesting way: by one simple chair. The visitor 
can see and touch the chair and read about which wood it is made from. This gives information in a 
concrete way.
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1930s Aalto began his struggle against metal in furniture design. Schildt narrates: “He had 
therefore started experimenting with at least partly replacing the heat-conducting metal 
with wood, which in any case was a more interesting material for Finnish industry than 
steel” (Schildt, 1986a, 79). Aalto believed that there is a positive effect to be had when our 
skin comes into contact with wood. He said: 
Wood will probably preserve its status. A synthesis relying on a chemical process loses some of 
the most important qualities of the original wood, those of specifically human and psychologi-
cal importance, and these will probably ensure that wood remains a material of great richness 
and humanity, with resources that are far from being exhausted. (Aalto, 1956, 89)
In Finland, a Cultural Encyclopedia the following is written: “One feature of the development 
of Finland’s formal culture, throughout the ages, has indeed been the adaptation of stylistic 
themes developed in European urban centres to the forest environment and wood as a ma-
terial” (Pallasmaa, 1999, 330). Professor and sculptor Mauno Hartman is known for his big 
architectural log constructions (Fig.91, Webpage, Mauno Hartman), which can be under-
stood in the light of the Scandinavian wooden building tradition. He takes old logs from 
demolished houses as his starting material. In his wood sculptures there are old log joints, 
the traditional notching method, and the patina on old log walls. The original purpose of 
these structures is lost, or is present only as a remote feeling. This design case shows time 
is always strongly present in wood, because it speaks simultaneously of its own process of 
growth, wear and gradual decay. Wooden furniture is an object that can be used for gen-
erations. Wood is the material that as time passes and it is used it becomes more beautiful.
With regard Ming-style furniture, although the Chinese also had a strong affection for 
nature, it is hard to say whether the Chinese literati sought the plain beauty from nature 
as generally as did the Finns. In Ming-style furniture, the Chinese only valued rare hard-
woods. In fact, it was not based on the general feeling of ordinary people. On the contrary, 
it was because of a preference of the elites including the literati and officials who belonged 
to the rich and educated class. 
Fig.90 Chairs signed with different names of wood species by Kari Virtanen
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Fig.91 Log constructions, by Mauno Hartman
In the view point of economic reason, in the sixteenth century, Capitalism was in its em-
bryo stages in the southeastern coastal regions of China, reaching its peak during the Jiajing 
and the Wanli era (1521-1620). After attaining the level of material affluence, it became a 
trend for those of the leisure class to pursue all kinds of high quality life. People were very 
particular about furniture which was relevant to everyday life. In addition to economic 
reason, the developed local culture contributed to Ming-style furniture.89 
2.4.1.2 Different ideas for trying new materials
Hardwoods were the main material used in making Ming-style furniture, and it became 
one of the symbols of Ming-style furniture. In other words, real Ming-style furniture never 
changed its material as society developed. In modern times, an increasing number of Ming-
style like furniture has been made by modern handicraftsmen in China. According to the 
definition, newly made Ming-style furniture can only be called an imitation of Ming-style 
furniture. This is so even if the makers directly copy the original mold or if there are some 
new style designs for meeting the requirements of modern people. Even so, the criterion of 
the material has not been changed. People still value high quality hardwoods. 
In contrast to the attitude taken with regard to wood use in Ming-style furniture, de-
signers in Finland have an open mind to trying new materials such as steel and fiberglass. 
After studying and using steel, Aalto would have liked to give up this material and instead 
use wood again. Kukkapuro and Aarnio used to be famous for their fiberglass design. They 
got benefit from this new material. But, during the oil crisis in the early 1970s, Kukkapuro 
quickly developed another new design with steel and plywood since there was a short-
89 See chapter 4 (4.1.2). 
69
age of oil-based materials. His series of chairs “Skaala” (1981) was for him the peak of the 
ecological thinking of the 1970s about which he said that “the sparsest possible use of ma-
terials and aesthetic unpretentiousness. …The seat and arm rest units are made of pressed 
birch veneer” (Kukkapuro, 1983, 36). Aarnio also performed a trial in wood and plywood 
as well as using fiberglass continually. 
It is necessary to mention here the usage of bamboo in Yrjö Kukkapuro’s furniture. At 
the end of the twentieth century Kukkapuro was working for a UNESCO bamboo project 
(United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization). He started with par-
quetry in which bamboo was cut into splints that were glued together. This is the modern 
Finnish processing way. He designed a series of bamboo furniture for the domestic Chinese 
market after 2000, for example this children chair (Fig.92) and others (Fig.93). Bamboo has 
many advantages. First, it is light with its hollow inside; however, bamboo is sturdy and 
durable enough to build furniture. Second, its surface is smooth with a delicate tactile feel-
ing, and arrays of bamboos show strong rhythmic patterns. Third, it is easy to process into 
curves, and to be formed into various shapes. Fourth, and the most significant, bamboo is 
an environmentally friendly material. It is renewable, recyclable, and naturally decompos-
able. It grows fast in a short growth cycle, so that it is a good alternative to endangered tree 
species for making imitation Ming-style furniture nowadays. 
                                                                               
Fig.92 and Fig.93 Bamboo furniture: children chair and others, by Yrjö Kukkapuro
Although Finnish designers chose steel and fiberglass, there is a tendency that later most of 
furniture was still made from wood and its synthetic materials and even other poor-grade 
timbers. Yrjö Wiherheimo’s viewpoint could be a representative of this tendency: “I am very 
eager to know and use something new, but I do not think all new technologies are worth pur-
suing. The field of Finnish furniture design is relatively conservative and traditional. We use 
plywood and wood, sometimes steel, and they are enough…some new technologies are a 
waste (see Geng, 2009, 89). From appreciating new industrial materials to returning to using 
natural materials, designers have been changing their aesthetic orientation from the beauty 
of the industrial machine towards the beauty of environmental protection and human caring, 
as Alho said that “concern for the state of the environment has lent additional urgency to an 
aesthetics of materials and forms that are felt to be close to nature” (Aav, 1999a, 124).
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2.4.1.3 Ecological significance of using wood
Wood is a versatile ecological material. The manufacture of wooden products is based 
on the utilisation of renewable natural resources. Most competing non-wood materials, 
such as metals, fiberglass, glass, and concrete, have their foundations in the exploitation 
and further processing of non-renewable resources: oil, minerals and soil. The only way to 
contribute to the longevity of these scarce resources is to restrict their use and to improve 
the recycling (see Webpage, Metinfo). Wood, however, can renew itself. If wood is used 
in a proper way, by using effective silviculture and forest management, the harmonious 
relationship between human beings and nature could exist forever. When new sprouts rise 
from the ashes or following winter, the cycle of wood’s life begins again. 
The most efficient method of managing forest areas is the sustainable development 
policy of the Finnish government90. The Finnish government’s objective with regard to raw 
wood production is to ensure the legality of raw wood material, encourage various stake-
holders to engage in the sustainable management of forest resources, and thus promote the 
use of wood and products derived from wood. With the sustainable development policy, 
wood can be used in a proper way. According to the Strategic Program for the Forest Sector-
Finnish National Public Procurement Policy for Wood-Based Products: 
Sustainably produced wood meets all modern environmental and climate protection criteria. 
The objective of these procurement policy recommendations is to steer the public procurement 
of wood-based products towards practical choices and measures that maximize the positive 
impact-i.e. environmental and sustainability benefits-of wood. (Webpage, FNPPPFWP)
Although ecological design was not mentioned by Alvar Aalto too much, ecological ideas 
were always embodied in his design works through using natural material persistently, 
making his design environmentally friendly. 
Besides, those woods which are used in Finnish modern furniture are from local trees. 
They do not need to be transported for a long time and long distance, saving on expenses 
and helping protect the environment from pollution. Virtanen’s company, Nikari, even uses 
woods from the sawmill next door, transporting them from the backdoor of his company.
However Ming-style furniture was a negative example of environmental protection. 
For pursuing high quality woods, Chinese people only use expensive woods for Ming-
style furniture, and they are not local species. Hu Desheng, the researcher in Forbidden 
City Museum said that:
90 According to Juho Simpura, the former secretary of the Finnish embassy in Beijing: “Finnish govern-
ment has been continuing to improve the approaches of managing forest. As well as improving the 
efficiency of wood use, government has been controlling the quantity of lumbering strictly, thus the 
forest reserve remains balanced with its output” (Zhao, 2013, B4). Zhou Haoming even introduces 
that: “in this world the average rate of wood consumption is 12 times that of wood growth. But in 
Finland the situation is the opposite. For example, in the 1990s, the annual growth of wood was about 
87 million cubic metres of, but only 56 million cubic metres were used. There are about 30 million 
cubic metres of excess every year. In Finland the quantity of timber which grows in one week equals 
the quantity needed for building for one year throughout the country. Rich timber reserves resulted in 
Finns stepping up the development of the use of wood, a fact that naturally affected Finnish architec-
ture and industrial design” (see Zhou, 2005, 90).
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According to the record in Gu Jin Zhu91, in China, using Red Sandalwood started at the end of 
the Han Dynasty. In the Ming Dynasty, this wood received attention from the imperial court, 
and large-scale logging was started. Because this species is very scarce naturally, the domestic 
resource of Red Sandalwood trees was soon exhausted. Later, the imperial court dispatched 
officials to buy it from southern Asia (note by me: the major production area of hardwoods in 
this world) regularly till the end of the Ming Dynasty. The purchase of the timber in that time 
was not for using immediately; a large quantity of it was for storage for the future. To a certain 
extent this unrestrained purchase was through the plundering of nature. Till the end of the 
Ming Dynasty and the beginning of the Qing Dynasty, the vast majority of Red Sandalwood 
in this world was collected by the Chinese. Most Red Sandalwoods which were used in the 
Qing Dynasty were bought in the Ming Dynasty. Although the imperial court of the Qing 
Dynasty also bought new Red Sandalwood, most of them were thin and curved. This is because 
the Red Sandalwood tree is a slow-growing species; normally it takes hundreds of years for it 
to reach its prime. (Hu, 2010, 008) 
Because some of hardwood trees are now the most endangered tree species, currently, the 
material of hardwood furniture is in a period of crisis. Some furniture experts suggested 
using a high-quality alternative to making imitations of Ming-style furniture. But it is dif-
ficult for Chinese people to accept; their mentality for pursuing the extreme cannot be 
changed in the short term. There should be some compulsion or encouragement for deal-
ing with this situation. In 1989 the UK-based Habitat furniture retailing company stopped 
selling any furniture made from tropical hardwoods. In 1990, Habitat introduced a range 
of garden furniture and accessories made from rattan, sourced mainly from sustainable 
plantations in Indonesia. This is part of an initiative in rainforest management to limit 
harming the forest (see Mackenzie, 1991, 28).  
2.4.2 Comparative analysis of decoration
In the preface of The Sense of Order, E. H. Gombrich said: 
[Usually] we walk through life without paying much attention to the infinite variety of pat-
terns and decorative motifs which we encounter all around us. …We take them in as back-
ground and rarely stop to analyze their intricacies. …There is no tribe or culture which lacks 
a tradition of ornamentation. (Gombrich, 1999a, 5)
I understand this sentence like this: it does not mean that we do not want decoration. 
Sometimes we ignored decoration intentionally or carelessly. But at other times, we may 
put too much emphasis on it. However, we do not know how to make and appreciate deco-
ration: how does decoration express itself? Why is it made in this style or that style? The 
fact is that every decoration has implications. Decoration reveals secret about the maker’s 
world point of view. I believe that decorated marks express people’s expectation of occu-
pation and the ability to control. People might show their respect for nature and natural 
material by using less decoration, leaving the natural material in its original state. Finnish 
91 Gu Jin Zhu (古今注) was written by Cui Bao (崔豹) in the Jin Dynasty (265-420).
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modern furniture and Ming-style furniture were frugal in decoration, showing people’s 
harmony with nature. From an aesthetical viewpoint, those decorative elements became 
wonderful details in furniture. Detail is the king of design. Kukkapuro discusses about 
detail that: “You will get real knowledge from details”; “It is details that make the good-
looking, not the styles” (op. cit. Fang, 2001a, 13). If every piece were to stand out, no piece 
would be seen as being wonderful. 
Since the two concepts of Modernism and Postmodernism are more familiar to people, 
in order to discuss the way of simple decoration, I may explain clearer if I put the two kinds 
of furniture into the context of the relationship between Modernism and Postmodernism, 
which shows the relationship on decoration between the two kinds of furniture in my topic 
to a great extent. 
Finnish modern furniture and Modernism emerged at about the same time in the early 
twentieth century. They had similar ideas on decoration, which for them meant no extra 
decoration on furniture. As early as 1896, the Viennese architect Otto Wagner predicted 
an architecture of “horizontal lines…and great simplicity” (op. cit. Weaving & Freedman, 
2002, 14). His fellow, modernist architect Austrian Adolf Loos (1870-1933) published the fa-
mous essay Ornament and Crime in 1908. The ornamental motif, which had been so harshly 
condemned by him, served as a means for transforming a product into something more 
than a banal utensil of everyday use. Loos even introduced a sense of “immorality” of 
ornament, describing it as “degenerate” by saying in 1908: “The tattooed who are not in 
prison are latent criminals or degenerate aristocrats. If someone who is tattooed dies at 
liberty, it means he has died a few years before committing a murder” (op. cit. Smith, 2005, 
13). Modernist Le Corbusier (1887-1965) did not think exactly the same as Loos, but he did 
think that decoration was not necessary: “There is no reason for decorative art to exist; 
there is architecture” (Corbusier, 1925, 84). 
But Finnish modern furniture went in a positive way without completely accepting the 
extreme ideas of Modernism. Although there is no extra decoration in furniture, a designer 
will never give up making furniture more beautiful. Decoration is furniture itself; every 
part or element of furniture is necessary for function while Modernism strongly objected to 
decoration. This kind of decoration showed the open minds of Finnish designers, without 
being ensnared by trivial elements. 
Postmodernism came about in the 1970s, developing out of Modernism. As an orna-
mental advancement of Modernism furniture, Postmodernism furniture retains the Mod-
ernism design’s advantages of succinctness and utility. However, in rejecting Modern-
ism’s attitude on decoration, post-modernistic furniture advocated getting visual richness 
through ornaments and meeting people’s emotional, changeable, individual, traditional, 
and expressional as well as psychological need. Therefore, different kinds of ornaments 
might be juxtaposed in one piece of furniture to achieve the same goal of visual richness. 
Designers were impotent to change the general trend of non-humanity in the style of Mod-
ernism by dealing with historical decorative elements in an ironical and impractical way, 
totally different from the objective historical spirits. The style was filled with cynicism, 
irony, and playful elements. It broke the succession of the past, present and the future, and 
only thought about the moment of the present to deliver a temporarily visual pleasure. 
There is a similarity between Postmodernism and Ming-style furniture that is focusing 
on practical and aesthetical function. But Ming-style furniture assumed a different aspect. 
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In terms of carrying historical heritage, the ornaments of the Ming-style furniture had a 
rigorous succession while those of Postmodernism bore great randomness and incoher-
ence. This is why the two design styles produced different psychological effects. Chen 
Wangheng argues: “Being different from scientific or technological work which does not 
need look back to its history, human culture has originality and cannot be repeated. Hence, 
the history of human culture has an eternal value. Human beings must get inspiration 
from history to make human art constantly move forward” (Chen, 2000, 356). I agree with 
this principle, which means that in furniture design the historical pattern must always be 
where it should be with its traditional and cultural surrounding in harmony. Judging from 
this viewpoint, the form and function of Ming-style furniture were more closely combined; 
the inside and outside temperaments are more harmonious with each other than the fur-
niture of Postmodernism. It is not an exaggeration to say that Ming-style furniture had a 
persistent aesthetic standard and natural aesthetic feeling. Postmodernism, a reflection of 
the agitating and active thought in modern society, possessed the characteristic of “mova-
bleness”, which is widely divergent from the “stillness” beauty of the Ming-style furniture. 
Although decoration in Ming-style furniture was concise, when compared with Finn-
ish modern furniture, it teemed with connotations. Simplicity here means that the design-
ers and users placed more emphasis on the soul. Ming-style furniture, through these few 
carvings and decorations, conveyed the essence and soul of the furniture, reflecting the 
simple lifestyle and aesthetical taste of the literati and artists at that time. The simplicity 
and elegance supplement each other. A few, yet good, decorations hidden in inconspicuous 
places are symbols of elegance. 
2.4.3 Comparative analysis of structure and function
Through a comparison of structure, the similarity between the two kinds of furniture is 
obvious, because among colour and material, structure is one of the most attractive factors 
in a piece of furniture, which dominates the visual characteristics of furniture. 
In the two kinds of furniture, lines are used popularly. It is worth wondering why peo-
ple always achieve the degree of abstraction in the construction by straight lines, and why 
the two kinds of furniture always use curved lines. The investigator of tribal art, Franz Boas 
(1858-1942), asked himself why geometrical elements occurred so frequently in a man-
made order. He said: “They are such rare occurrence in nature, so rare indeed that they 
had hardly ever a chance to impress themselves upon the mind” (Boas, 1955, 31). Gombrich 
believes that:
The conclusion to which we are driven suggests that it is precisely because these forms are 
rare in nature that the human mind has chosen those manifestations of regularity which are 
recognizably a product of a controlling mind and thus stand out against the random medley of 
nature. (Gombrich, 1984, 7)
This idea is helpful in understanding the geometrical primitive painting. It is also helpful 
for understanding those products in the period of the industrial revolution when people 
were wild about manmade products and respected the power of the human being. Al-
though Finnish modern furniture was partially in the same time frame of Modernism, 
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which advocated unnatural strength, it is an exception with regard to Gombrich’s explana-
tion. It pursued structures with fluent lines because of people’s free and natural lifestyle. 
In Ming-style furniture, the soft curved lines came from more complicated origins. The 
lifestyle of the Chinese has never been free. From everyday food to art, even to etiquette, 
everything has a complicated process, being filled with deliberate thinking. However, the 
literati always keep freedom in their minds, from which their souls may fly freely out of 
their restrained daily life. This is an efficient method for counterbalancing their inner pres-
sures. Gombrich claimed that: 
The impact of religion (note by me: Taoism) on art was strong in China…the artists were less 
fond of rigid angular forms than the Egyptians had been, and preferred swerving curves…we 
can see same in Chinese sculpture, which always seems to twist and turn without, however, 
losing its solidity and firmness. (Gombrich, 1978, 104) 
In addition, every Chinese traditional art has not only got its own unique system, but has 
also influenced the others. Lines are the key to traditional Chinese art modelling. Taiwan-
ese architect Han Baode deems this modelling as an expression of Chinese culture by say-
ing: “I think Chinese culture could be seen as a culture of finger or stick (note by me: these 
figures look like lines). …We have been trusting the structure which is formed by lines” 
(Han, 2006, 87-89). Although his words are absolute, he points out the important phenom-
enon in Chinese traditional arts, such as painting, calligraphy, wooden architecture and 
Ming-style furniture.
The art of Chinese calligraphy was considered a great skill in China. Children, busi-
nessmen, officials and even emperors respected any person who had beautiful handwrit-
ing. From the imperial examination to the using in advertisements, the skill of calligraphy 
can affect a person’s future. So the art of calligraphy was popular everywhere, even in re-
mote villages. According to Zong Baihua’s description, “Chinese cursive (one free style of 
calligraphy) is written by a single line, the brush lines of every character are coherent with 
each other. One may feel the breath of the writer as being fluent” (Zong, 1962, 65). This 
national aesthetic emotion which loves twists and turns of lines was naturally reflected in 
furniture design.
Chinese painting and calligraphy have the same origin. If a person is good at calligra-
phy, it is then easy for them to learn painting, and vise versa. Chinese painting, different 
from Western sculpture-like painting, never used shadows to express three dimensions, 
but places great emphasis on lines in distinguishing the subject form the background and 
outlining objects in paintings, for example, like in painting of Wu Daozi92: Eighty-seven 
Celestial (Fig.94, Niu, 2012, 22). Zhang Yanyuan93, commented on Wu Daozi’s painting by 
saying that: 
A painting which was painted by using a ruler and other tools is a dead painting, of a lower 
level; concentrating on his art work and combining his mind and hand into one, a painter 
could make a vivid painting which can be called true art. (Zhang, Ming Dynasty, 14)
92 Wu Daozi (吴道子, about 680-759): a painter in the Tang Dynasty.
93 Zhang Yanyuan (张彦远, 815-907): a painter and theorist in the Tang Dynasty. 
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The same opinion was shared by Zhang Chou, a scholar in the Ming Dynasty. He evaluated 
Wen Zhengming’s painting by saying that: “it is the hardest to approach a great level in the 
painting of architecture, since it is hard for a painter to express their emotion in these mechani-
cal lines” (op. cit. Gao, 2009, 103). From their opinions, it is not difficult to see that the free hand 
organic line is the best in art. This kind of line concerns the artist’s mind and passion which are 
of the most value in art creation. That is why Zhu Yongming, the painter in the Ming Dynasty, 
said the following: “Expressing a form is easier than expressing a soul” (Gao, 2009, 189). 
Fig.94 Painting: Eighty-seven Celestial (part), by Wu Daozi
Paintings in the Ming Dynasty kept and developed the aesthetic understanding of “fluent 
breath” which was influenced by calligraphy. The mark of a painter’s performance could 
be seen in the process of painting. As dancing, this performance could not be interrupted, 
but should have inertia. It emphasises the human actor in painting and values painterly 
painting. This idea made art work subjective and provided the thought and method behind 
distilling and the abstractness in presenting objects by focusing on the spiritual aspect in-
stead of the appearance of subjects. 
As literati and scholars are usually the participants of calligraphy, painting and furni-
ture designers at the same time, cross influences and interaction among diverse art forms 
have become inevitable. Ming-style furniture implemented their pursuit. If the curved 
lined structure of Finnish modern furniture is the natural outcome of peoples’ lifestyles, 
the similar curved lined structure of Ming-style furniture can be called the expression of 
the Chinese mental state.  
When it comes to the bent wood technique, it developed in the two kinds of furniture 
respectively. Although they have developed from different motivations and methods, they 
achieved the same visual effect through having an organic shape. 
As to the scientific structure, although the problem of deforming caused by tempera-
ture and humidity was not mentioned in Finnish modern furniture, it was noticed by Finn-
ish designers. For example, in Fig.95 on this stool the narrow gap in the centre of the seat 
surface was left by the designer incase of deforming taking place. In Fig.96 the structure 
which looks like tenon-and-mortise joints has the same function. Anyway, this problem in 
Finland is not as popular as it is in China. 
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Fig.95 August Stool and Fig.96 KVTT1 Terrace Chair, products of Nikari Company
In Ming-style furniture, its most outstanding tenon-and-mortise joint has become one of 
the most esteemed technical inventions in furniture history. Actually, the tenon-and-mor-
tise technique is also used in Finnish wooden furniture and house structures. But unlike 
in Ming-style furniture, it is not a main method for connection. They are not as compli-
cated and precise as those in Ming-style furniture, but have the same purpose and function 
(Fig.97, Fig.98, Fig.99 and Fig.100).
 
Fig.97 Finnish traditional furniture with  Fig.98 Structure of a Finnish wooden
tenon-and-mortise structures   building in Helsinki Technical Museum                 
Fig.99 and Fig.100 Tenon-and-mortise structures are using by Nikari Company              
   
77
Some of Finnish tenon-and-mortise structures are not typical joints, for example, this 
garden furniture from Joensuun Puukaluste Oy (2006, Fig.101 and Fig.102, Webpage, JPO 
(b)). For the convenience of mass production, its joint structures are not made of wood 
but angle iron. Finnish modern furniture relies on nails and screws. This structure will 
not always be steady, as it lacks the elasticity which occurs naturally between wood and 
wood. If the tenon-and-mortise structure of Finnish modern furniture can be considered a 
visible technique, then there was an invisible technique in the tenon-and-mortise structure 
in Ming-style furniture.
                                                                             
Fig.101 and Fig.102 Finnish tenon-and-mortise structures, product of Joensuun Puukaluste Oy 
In fact tenon-and-mortise structure in Ming-style furniture is an old presentation of mod-
ern modular design. From its character of being carried and reassembled conveniently, 
one more advantage of it is that as a part of structure, for example, the Bottom Rail can be 
replaced easily by a new one if it is has decayed due to the humidity of the ground. Being 
convenient for transportation is the other advantage: “Every piece of Chinese furniture 
could be fitted at last moment. This is especially true for large furniture which is difficult 
to move for transportation” (Wachowiak, 1991, 40). These characters showed the light of 
modern design in Ming-style furniture. Although furniture with modular structure can 
be assembled or disassembled, such joggles were not easy to disassemble in Ming-style 
furniture. In other words, modular design gave Ming-style furniture the temperament of 
modernity, although it was used for the purpose of firmness and beauty traditionally. But 
thanks to the tenon-and-mortise structure used in special historical periods, such as the 
China’s Cultural Revolution94, many pieces of Ming-style furniture survived and were hid-
den by people in small parts. 
As to Finnish furniture, in the 1960s Muurame95 brought to the market the module 
range of furniture, which the interior architect Pirkko Stenros had been developing over 
the previous 10 years (see Aav, 1999c, 218). Modular design is necessary in mass produc-
tion. Its two advantages mentioned above are also found in Finnish modern furniture: 
being convenient to carry and being easily combined and used in different ways as cir-
94 China´s Cultural Revolution (文化大革命): a political movement happened during 1965 and 1976. 
In that time people destroyed many valuable private properties, including many pieces of Ming-style 
furniture.
95 Muurame: the joinery factory Muuramen Tuolitehdas was founded in Finland in 1903. 
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cumstances change. For example, Aalto’s “bent knee” was used in many pieces of chairs 
and tables as a series. Kukkapuro wrote the following note for an exhibition in the 1980s: 
All of my design works met the requirements of producing, packing and carrying. For 
this, I offered structure units which can be replaced by an identical one (see Fang, 1999, 
21). In modern economic society, this modular design helps reduce cost in production and 
reduces the selling price on the market. 
With regard to function, the idea in common of the two kinds of furniture is that the 
designers care about the human body’s structure and respect ergonomics. Since the rector-
ship of Kukkapuro, the daily teaching of TAIK96 has been keeping ergonomics as the basic 
principle, no matter how the fashion changes. However, in my opinion, Kukkapuro is too 
absolute in his standpoint about his ergonomic design as he says: 
Fortunately, I am a good test example for designing furniture. The Lord has blessed me with a 
true chair-maker’s body: I am of average height and I have a long back and short legs. Since I 
always test all the designs myself, I never make the seat too deep. And because of my long back 
I don’t place the neckrest too low. This produces a kind of average chair that suits almost all 
types of bodies. (op. cit. Aav et al. 2008, 52) 
He believes there is an absolute standard in ergonomic design. Although standard num-
bers for dimensions are shown in books about ergonomics, for designers there should be 
flexibility in understanding and using them. I prefer to agree with the opinion that: 
All well-designed chairs are both uncomfortable and inconvenient. The fault is not the design-
ers’: it lies in the basic proposition. The more exactly a chair is shaped to give an ideal posture 
to a normal human being, the more it guarantees discomfort for all possessors of non-standard 
anatomies and everybody who doesn’t care to occupy that particular posture. Really comfort-
able chairs have to incorporate such vast tolerances of dimension, and such margins of sprawl 
in attitude. (Barker, 1977, 174) 
This problem with regard to furniture’s standard dimensions will not be solved in any 
furniture design completely. So keeping a tolerance with regard dimensions is necessary. 
Besides designing in an ergonomic way, the method to compensate for this problem is to 
make the surface of furniture soft, such as by putting soft fiber or cushions on it. This is 
partially used in Finnish modern furniture (such as fabric seat upholstery) and in Ming-
style furniture (for example rattan seat surfaces). 
However, I do not think leaving a too big tolerance in dimension is a good idea in fur-
niture design. By catering to people’s different postures or for saving indoor space, some 
pieces of furniture do not have only one function. Those designers think that well-designed 
chairs are inconvenient because they are only designed for sitting. They think that sitting is 
the only function among other functions which a chair should have. It is cost-efficient if a 
chair can be used as a resting place where people can tie their shoelaces or a clothes hanger, 
96 Taik: University of Art and Design Helsinki. It has merged into the Aalto University with Helsinki 
University of Technology and Helsinki School of Economics in 2010. In 2012 the former Aalto Univer-
sity School of Art and Design and the Department of Architecture of the School of Engineering merged 
to form Aalto University School of Arts, Design and Architecture.
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or even a ladder. It relates to the issue of functional diversification. I strongly believe that 
it is an unreasonable question which is not worth solving. The fact is that the more a chair 
is anatomically well designed for sitting in, the less use it has for other purposes. If this is 
looked at the other way around, then it can be said that the more a chair is designed for 
other purposes, the less it is perfect as a real chair. Anyway it is named “chair” but not “the 
almighty”. In family life one could not use a chair in any other way more than for sitting 
on, not to mention in public places such as in schools, offices or railway stations. Why do 
we spoil the function of sitting by performing other functions which we seldom use? If 
a piece of furniture is to do everything that different users require, then nothing will be 
done perfectly. Furthermore, normally the appearance of furniture indicates its usage. But 
in a piece of furniture with various functions, it is not clear from its appearance what it is 
used for. Kukkapuro once argued that “does it make any sense to design a chair which is 
not good to sit on” (Webpage, Avarte)? It describes his views about ergonomic furniture. 
Ergonomics makes furniture suitable for its intended purpose. For example, his Karuselli 
Chair is perfect for sitting and only for sitting. Although it is deemed a wonderful sculp-
ture in many surroundings, being a sculpture was not one of the original design purposes 
of Kukkapuro.
The Paimio Chair is the other example, which concentrates on clear function but not 
on multifunction. It was designed especially for the Paimio tuberculosis sanatorium. The 
angle of the back of this armchair was intended to help sitters breathe easily in the pa-
tients’ lounge. From my experience, it is not a suitable angle for a normal sitting position of 
healthy people since when people sit in this chair, the lower back in this angle means the 
head is not supported. The structure of this chair has good resiliency, although it was made 
from hard material. It may be called a wooden sofa. Its soft feeling with regard its visual 
sense and usage came from the clever usage of curved wood and a series of ergonomic 
measurements for its target users. 
This basin (Fig.103, Alvar Aalto 360 Degrees, 2009) in the bathroom of the Paimio sana-
torium has become well known as water runs almost silently into its. It is not the most 
beautiful, but it is the most suitable for patients. The Tea Trolley 901 (1936, Fig.104), for 
the convenience of being moved, has large wheels with rubber treads which do not mark 
the floor and keep moving smoothly. It is highly functional in a dining room or hospi-
tality area. Later, Aalto developed this design into the Tea Trolley 900 (1937, Fig.105). 
There is a rattan basket besides the faceplate instead of the original whole board on the 
top. This modification made function more consummate. Since the trolley is movable, 
and thing on it, such as tableware or a vase, are often tall and fragile, people need a soft 
container so these things be carried safely. Thus, the function of this trolley is simple but 
extreme. 
Most pieces of Ming-style furniture have only one function. Furthermore, they were 
specifically placed in certain parts in the home97. The exception is the Luohan Couch (chap-
ter 1, Fig.12). As it was introduced98, it can be sited where people spend their leisure time 
and be used for having a nap. In the late Qing Dynasty, the Luohan Couch was used by 
people for smoking opium.  
97 See chapter 3 (3.2.2.2).
98 See chapter 1 (1.1.2).
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Fig.103 Basins in Paimio Sanatorium, Fig.104 Tea Trolley 901 and Fig.105 Tea Trolley 900, by 
Alvar Aalto     
As my comparative work continued, the similarities between the two kinds of furniture 
appeared continually. This phenomenon is not difficult to be found in the following exam-
ples. Table 915 (Fig.106, Webpage, Artek) was designed by Alvar Aalto in 1932. The shape 
recalls us of the Ming-style Qiaotou Table (Fig.107, Handler, 2001, 237). Although scroll 
paintings are not used by Finnish people, the function of Table 915 should be the same as 
that of the Qiaotou Table: to stop something falling off of the table.  
                                                             
Fig.106 Table 915, by Alvar Aalto             
Fig.107 Qiaotou Table 
The forms of the Corridor Chair (Fig.108) at the University of Helsinki and Aarnio’s Chi-
nese Stool (2001, Fig.109, Fang, 2003c, 263) are quite similar to that of the Chinese ancient 
low table (Fig.110, Webpage, Chen, Zengbi) from the Warring States period (770-225 BC), 
when a system of low furniture developed as people at that time sat on the floor.
Observing the following piece of furniture: Antti Nurmesniemi’s sauna stools pro-
duced in 1951 and 1952 (Fig.111, Webpage, Scandinavian Design, and Fig.112), Kari Vir-
tanen’s sauna stool (Fig.113), the stool which is sold in furniture shop in Helsinki (Fig.114), 
the stool in Noljakka church (Fig.115) and the stool in the building of the Finnish Forest 
Research Institute (Fig.116), the simility is visible. Since the shape of wooden furniture 
cannot be changed accoding to the user’s body shape like a sofa, and if it does not use 
soft material, how can furniture give users a soft feeling? The answer is, as we mentioned 
above, to design according to the rules of ergonomics. The seat surfaces of these stools and 
chair are made into concavities to enlarge the contact area between them and the users. 
When the user sits on them they do not suffer from any heavy pressure. This Ming-style 
stool (Fig.117, Wang, 2003, 4) has the same shape and function. 
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Fig.108 Corridor chair, University of Helsinki 
Fig.109 Chinese Stool, by Eero Aarnio
Fig.110 Chinese ancient low table
Fig.111 and Fig.112 Sauna stools, by Antti Nurmesniemi Fig.113 Sauna stools, by Kari Virtanen 
                    
          
Fig.114 Stool,          Fig.115 Stools,             Fig.116 Stool,    Fig.117 Ming-style stool
Finnish furniture shop   Noljakka church,          building of Finnish
         Joensuu                         Forest Research Institute 
   
In his book Influence in Art and Literature (1975), Göran Hermerén said: “Similarity between 
works of art is often used to support the claim that one of these works influenced the other” 
(Hermerén, 1975, 16). After comparing these pieces of furniture is it possible to say that 
Finnish modern furniture has been influenced by Chinese ancient furniture? It is too early 
to draw any conclusion about influence now. When analysing Finnish modern furniture 
and Ming-style furniture, besides the similarity in form and function, some other things 
or something hiding inside it should be studied; for example, design principle, design 
method, and their aesthetic and philosophic characteristics. We must look for the reasons 
of this similarity before any conclusion is drawn. 
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3 A Comparison of the 
Design Principle and Design 
and Manufacturing Method
As I introduced in chapter 199, design principle is the designer’s consciousness and main idea, 
and the design method is a tangible approach and plan for using the design principle. Aes-
thetician Allen Carlson believes that: “what lies behind a designed object is a designer and 
therefore in design appreciation part of our appreciative response is directed toward another 
intellect not unlike our own” (Carlson, 2000, 183). In other words, a designer’s design principle 
and method have guided him to create his design work. Then the first step in the process, from 
the design work to the explanatory theory, should be investigating the design principle and 
method. The comparative method may be helpful in this process, to surpass the description 
research, and to come to a conceptual and abstract understanding of a concrete research object. 
3.1 A coMpArison of dEsign principLE  
As for this topic, in the Finnish part, I mainly focus on researching Alvar Aalto. Searching 
through the data, it is not difficult to find that wooden furniture has been the mainstream 
design in Finnish modern furniture, although some new materials have been used now and 
then. Another reason for choosing Aalto in design principle research is that in contrast to most 
other designers, many of his theoretical opinions were recorded. He contributed not only 
good design works but also important design principle and ideas. It is easy to research his way 
of thinking. Besides, in the text, except for Aalto, other designers’ opinions and thinking will 
be discussed as arguments to help in drawing an objective and comprehensive conclusion.  
In Chinese furniture making, ancient craftsmen were anonymous. Without words, their 
ideas and skill were embodied by those items which they made. Then those items became 
the necessary way and important clue through which to search for traditional Chinese 
design ideas. And because of the policy of emphasising agriculture and the contempt for 
handicraft in ancient China, most craftsmen had no ideal life and working conditions, so 
design theory was not rich in the Ming and Qing dynasties. However, in the Ming and 
Qing dynasties it was normal for the literati to participate in the designing and making of 
furniture, through which they expressed their consciousness. The ideological foundation 
of the design principle of Ming-style furniture can be found in some philosophical and 
aesthetical books, including some notes, essays and diaries of literati. The point here is the 
period of Enlightenment in the middle of the Ming Dynasty, which had a positive effect on 
the forming of the design principle of the Ming-style furniture. 
99 See chapter 1 (1.1.3).
84
3.1.1 design principle of finnish modern furniture
3.1.1.1 The background of the design principle of Finnish modern furniture
In the 1920s, in the countryside of Finland, many pieces of functional furniture, with rela-
tively advanced techniques, were produced, abandoning all structures of decoration. Aalto 
developed this style into a new International-style (see Fang, 2010, 159). But Aalto is not 
naturally a Modernist. There was a process of change in his design thinking on the base of 
cultural and design backgrounds.
There were two motivations in cultural development at the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury. On the one hand, according to Korvenmaa’s introduction, with regard to the impor-
tant role of the education system, Carl Gustaf Estlander (1834-1910) advocated that both 
handcraft and industry should be artified; that is, people should make them more refined 
through means of art (see Korvenmaa, 2012, 9). On the other hand, Finns wanted to find 
a national style instead of the classical style which was influenced strongly by Russian 
cultural (see Lang & Guo, 2012, 81). Consequently, through the effort of many artists, archi-
tects and scientists, the National Romantic Movement boomed in the two decades between 
the nineteenth and twentieth century (see Fang, 2010, 159). As Marianne Aav records: “The 
form of national romanticism, which was based on the international influence of the time, 
the English Art and Crafts Movement and continental Art Nouveau style, also including a 
great many designer-specific elements” (Aav, 1999b, 69). From 1895, National Romanticism 
became a pivotal phenomenon in Finnish culture. 
In the 1920s, Art Nouveau’s influence was seen in the furniture manufactured by two 
companies in Finland: Muuramen Tuolitehdas and Wilh. Schaumanin Vaneritehdas. How-
ever, the stylish continental Art Nouveau style was modified immediately when it spread 
to Finland. It was marked on its nationalism and self-assurance. This wooden sofa No. 32 
(Fig.1, Herler, 1984, 17) was made by Muuramen Tuolitehdas; a simple and clean Finnish 
style can be seen in it. Alho said: “Stylistically, the 1910s were, in Finnish design, a decora-
tive post-Jugend period, mixed with features from Classicism and the revivalist style” (Aav, 
1999b, 69). 
Designers in this period were more or less influenced by this cultural thinking. Ac-
cording to Finland, a Cultural Encyclopedia, the Finnish furniture industry from its of-
ficial regulation in the 1860s sparked a vigorous period of founding factories. In 1900, 
Finnish furniture was exhibited at the Paris Exposition, and received praise from the 
international society. At the end of the century, Sigurd Frosterus (1876-1956), artist Ak-
seli Gallen-Kallela (1865-1931) and as I mentioned in the chapter 1100, Eliel Saarinen and 
Louis Sparre, began to develop an interest in the development of Finnish furniture (see 
Aav, 1999a, 123). 
In his paper Early Furniture and Interior Designs, Igor Herler showed how Aalto directly 
borrowed other traditional styles and freely converted furniture forms. According to him, 
there is a series of trends based on Classicism as the background to Aalto’s work in the 
1920s: Art Nouveau, Historicistic trend, Normal Classicism, Folkloristic trend and Light 
Classicism. They are ambiguous concepts which overlapped with each other, being called 
by a joint name: Neo-classicism.
100 See chapter 1 (1.4.1).
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The Historicistic trend used unchanged old forms. Generally, it looks like a simplified 
version of the Rococo and Gustavian styles101. Furniture of the Gustavian style usually has 
thin legs and only a few, but useful decorations. Delicate carved leaves and ancient Greek 
pattern were used quite often; for example, in the lamp in the Civil Guard Building which 
was designed by Aalto in 1925 (Fig.2). In the early part of the 1920s Aalto had many other 
designs in the classical style, too. 
The Normal Classicism was evident in the works of the designer Arttu Brummer. His 
chair is still used at the University of Helsinki (Fig.3). In contrast to Historicism, the furni-
ture of Normal Classicism had a new face to show the feeling of modern times, although it 
was inspired by the classical style; for example, Arttu Brummer has been characterised as 
a representative of Classicism tinted with Functionalism.         
                                                                     
Fig.1 Wooden sofa in Jugend style,  Fig.2 Lamp in the Civil Fig.3 Corridor chair,
by Muuramen Company     Guard Building,      by Arttu Brummer
    by Alvar Aalto
          
The Folkloristic trend was a very different style to that of Finnish Jugend. It paid attention 
to agricultural civilisation. In 1911, the Kotiteollisuusosakeyhtiö Pirtti Company marketed 
pieces of furniture made by rural artisans. Finns even now have kept this interest. Now 
and then some pieces of rural furniture or the handle of a door can be seen in ordinary 
people’s homes or gardens. 
The Light Classicism was similar to the simplest versions of the late Gustavian style 
which extended into Scandinavia, and later influenced the Bauhaus by the characteristic of 
its clean lines and utilitarian postures (see Herler, 1984, 16-21).
With regard to these styles of Neo-classicism, Aalto said that “the experience of the 
long and rich tradition of the applied arts can here give us valuable study material is of 
course clear” (Aalto, 1935, 50). Besides creating something new, one important part of the 
designers’ task is searching for timeless values from tradition. Aalto found vernacular 
basis and humanist character in the Neo-classicism of the 1910s and 1920s. The essential 
meaning of vernacular refers to “an activity that exhibits a catholicity of reason, efficiency, 
economy, durability and pleasure” (op. cit. Porpyrios, 1985, 196). They are something for 
which Finnish modern furniture always tries.
101 At the end of the eighteenth century under the reign of Gustav III the Swedish simplified the Roco-
co-style, making it more comfortable. 
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From 1924, Alvar Aalto started furniture and interior design. In one of his design cases, 
one style of chair (Fig.4, Herler, 1984, 35) was influenced by the Chippendale-style (Fig.5, 
Chippendale, 1939, XXVI); another one (Fig.6, Herler, 1984, 34) was a developed version of 
the English Windsor chair in the eighteenth century (Fig.7); the chairs in the music room 
look like the ancient Greek “Klismos”102 (Fig.8, Webpage, Gorgeousdaily) and Arttu Brum-
mer’s chair (Fig.3). Later that year, the chairs designed by Aalto also expressed the cultural 
tradition of Ancient Greece. He was influenced by Classicism strongly in this period. 
                                                                  
Fig.4 Chair in ladies’ parlor, 
by Alvar Aalto                           
Fig.5 Chippendale-style chair
                                                                                                    
Fig.6 Chair in the front room, 
by Alvar Aalto                                 
Fig.7 Windsor chair
Still in 1924, his Smoking Table (Fig.9, Mikonranta, 1994, 78) was a good example of a 
simplification of Classicism. The design was inspired by a table with an ancient Roman 
style. The complicated forms of the legs were simplified, and only the bottom parts were 
forged into curved lines. The edges of the top board of this table are turned up as in trays. 
The function of this design, which was as smart as the design of water curbing line in 
Ming-style furniture, was to stop liquid falling down. This table retained traces of Clas-
sicism; however, it was evidence of a transformation toward functional and economical 
design. This was due to Aalto’s design idea having another important source, that of Func-
tionalism. Although Aalto’s previous design works got influence from Neo-classicalism, in 
around 1927 all historical elements disappeared from his designs. Aalto converted to a new 
belief, and no longer used the characteristics of Neo-classicism.
102 Klismos,  a light, elegant chair, was developed by the Ancient Greeks in the fifth century BC and was 
popular throughout the four century BC.
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Fig.8 Ancient 
Greek “Klismos”   
Fig.9 Smoking 
Table, by 
Alvar Aalto 
The early years of the twentieth century saw the big change in design idea. The function-
alist aesthetics emerged after 1917. The rationalistic reform movement had started in the 
1920s on the Continent. The influential German design school Bauhaus operated from 1919 
to 1933. It formulated a function-related philosophy, proposing the integration of straight-
forward forms and industrially produced materials to fashion a new harmonious environ-
ment. Functionalists accepted machines for reaching general material well-being and social 
equality. Their design ideas were to: adhere to the design ideas of democracy and advocate 
that modern design should be a social factor and at the service of the general public. Their 
manufacturing methods were: emphasising the use of modern materials, modern technol-
ogy and industry, standardisation of production; and promoting the principle of economic 
adaptation. Walter Gropius, the founder and first rector of Bauhaus, said that “the shapes 
which its products have assumed are therefore not a new fashion, but the result of clear 
reflection and innumerable processes of thought and work in a technical, economic and 
form-giving direction” (Gropius, 1955, 18). The results of their design were functional, rea-
sonable, flexible and easy to use but without any unique style. Actually, they refused any 
style. Nevertheless, Functionalism became a style which was especially prominent in the 
choosing of material and in structure designing. 
Functionalism spread to the Nordic countries. In 1919 Gregor Paulsson (1889-1977), the 
leader in the applied arts in Sweden, published a pamphlet: Vackrare Vardagsvara, launching 
the movement: More Beautiful Thing for Everyday Use (see Herler, 1984, 16). Paulsson dis-
cussed how to improve the quality of furniture, tableware and textiles. His goal was simple 
that gradually steer crafts arts in a more industrial direction; expensive but high quality 
products were replaced by cheap but still high quality mass products in order to create a 
uniform and democratic taste. Korvenmaa believes that this pamphlet had a significant 
impact on Finnish design. Since the twentieth century, Finnish furniture has been develop-
ing in this direction (see Korvenmaa, 2012, 69). This was advocated by modernists when 
Modernism was rapidly developing in the 1920s. In Finland, the purpose of Functionalism 
in design was as Rauno Lahtinen said: “The new furniture had to comply with the increas-
ing demands for cleanliness. The era of hygiene called for straight lines, easily cleaned 
surfaces and light colours. …Homes had to have plenty of healthy sunlight from large 
windows and surfaces in the home had to be white and easy to clean” (Lahtinen, 2011, 27). 
In around 1920, Aalto had interaction with modernists such as American Frank Lloyd 
Wright (1869-1959) and a professor in Bauhaus called Laszlo Moholy-Nagy (1895-1946). In 
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the following years, Byars records that: “influenced by the Bauhaus, some of his laminated-
plywood chair designs were cantilevered like the bent-steel models of Marcel Breuer, Mies 
Van der Rohe and Mart Stam” (Byars, 1994, 11). In 1930, Aalto was an active member of 
the newly founded Congres internationaux d’Architecture Moderne (CIAM) (see Schildt, 1985, 
107), whose most influential members included Le Corbusier, Walter Gropius and its secre-
tary Sigfried Giedion. He had close relations with them and obtained many new ideas and 
concepts in design. This was the mark that Aalto had transformed into a functionalist as 
a consequence of his acceptance of ideas from the German Bauhaus. Therefore he took on 
board the new industrial thinking and abandoned some decoration elements from tradi-
tion, introducing Modernism and functional design to Finland.
It is notable that in Finland Bauhaus’s influences are not only in designers’ ideas, but 
also in the later design education. Besides Aalto, Tapiovaara is apparently one of the few 
Finnish industrial designers who really knew the starting points of the Bauhaus. He was 
later to be considered the Nordic representative of the Bauhaus. Tapiovaara had worked in 
the companies of Le Corbusier. He had taught at the University of Art and Design Helsinki 
and Helsinki University of Technology for many years. After being invited by Mies van 
der Rohe, he even taught at the Institute of Design in Chicago, which was established after 
the original Bauhaus was closed by Nazi Germany, and was called the new Bauhaus. Kor-
venmaa said that: in this way the new Bauhaus idea which permeated American technical 
thought influenced Finland after World War II (see Korvenmaa, 2012, 147). It is believable 
that being a student of Tapiovaara, Kukkapuro’s idea of paying emphasis to practice came 
from the influence of the Bauhaus103: “for students of design field, factory is the best uni-
versity”; “design is 1% conceiving and 99% practical producing” (op. cit. Fang, 2001b, 78). 
He believes that the process of conceiving is found in the concrete process of producing 
and model making. This opinion became the basic idea in teaching design, which has been 
used in Finland and other Nordic countries. 
However, Aalto’s version of functional design did not break up the relation with tra-
dition as decisively as did the functional design of other European countries. Finnish 
functional design changed reality gradually and eclectically, and as Björn Linn believes: 
“Functionalism standards are not absolute. They are always hung upon an underlying pre-
conceived idea of form that may be more or less strong. The stronger is, the more we may 
say that classicism is present” (Linn, 1985, 78). Although Aalto was a Modernistic designer, 
Göran Schildt does not think he “was a true, orthodox Rationalist but rather a stealthy 
opponent within the movement” (Schildt, 1985, 107) since Aalto did not simply perform 
as a modernistic rationalist. On his way to Modernism in design, he did not imitate the 
external forms of the past or the modern way but rather revived their spirits. He “was try-
ing to break free of the rapidly ageing styles and the barbarian modern style by creating 
universal harmony” (Lahtinen, 2011, 46). Then the two characteristics could be seen in one 
piece or one series of Aalto’s design work. For example, when Aalto discovered Italy, and 
that country was to influence his entire career. Pillars (Fig.10) in his building, which was 
completed in 1971, show his understanding of the classical style (Fig. 11) in the way of a 
modern functionalist. 
103 Emphasising both classroom teaching and workshop internships was a distinctive characteristics of 
Bauhaus. Workshop supervisors were as important as classroom teachers.
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Fig.10 Pillars 
in Finlandia 
Hall, by Alvar 
Aalto                       
Fig.11 Pillar 
in Pompeii
The advantage of Finnish modern furniture design is that there is a balance between 
traditional and modern ways. From the view of being modern, Kari Virtanen gives an 
example: “The tradition is like the moss in forest. When you step on it the first time, there 
is a foot mark on it; but when you step on it the second time and more, moss will die”. 
He means tradition should be alive. We take root in traditional culture, but should not be 
limited to it. If we repeatedly copy tradition, the tradition in design becomes meaningless. 
Designers must know how to recreate when they study tradition. Virtanen does not even 
want it is said that he is a designer who makes tradition a modern expression. He said “I 
would like to say I am a modern designer with keeping traditional idea” (Virtanen, per-
sonal communication, 6.5.2014). That means first of all he positions himself as a modern 
designer. This shows his thought is developing, not limited to tradition.  
Some opinions could explain why Aalto modified Functionalism: in the book Design 
1935-1965, What Modern Was, the word modern means “up to date…to use the new materi-
als and the new way of construction that have been developed in recent years”; while Mod-
ernism means “just an attempt to disguise old principles with a new surface treatment. For 
example, a modernistic chair is simple an old chair that tries to look modern, curves are re-
placed by freakish angles…but in principle it is nothing” (Frankel, 1991, 23). Although this 
opinion is very arrogant and absolute, it is obvious why this opinion existed: an absolute 
modernistic design work is really simple and lacks caring about people’s psychological 
needs and cultural thinking. But people cannot tolerate such a monotonous form. Even for 
Adolf Loos, the firm Modernist, accepted some approaches to soften his hard line design, 
which had a total absence of ornament, by putting superimposing window boxes in the 
shape of bronze baskets on the walls; for example, in the Looshaus building by Adolf Loos 
in 1912 (see Gravagnuolo, 1995, 125).
With the development of Modernism, people generally called for a design which would 
be more reliable, be able to accommodate people, things and natural forces and be adapt-
able to the local environment, climate and tradition. In exploring new inspiration, a design 
of human nature naturally became the focus. Virginia Smith made the same observation: 
For some designers the rigid rules of early Modernism yielded to the appeal of the human hand; 
others found organic sources to replace geometry. Rather than abstract geometry, the endless 
repertory of nature was the new form source-the earth and its inhabitants, landscape and plant 
life, waves, leaves, bones, amoebae, and more. Natural forms inspired the buildings, chairs, 
lamps and tables. (Smith, 2005, 93) 
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According to Situ, Nordic Europe in the 1930s became a fertile ground for new designs 
whereas up until then there had been relatively little industrialisation (see Situ, 2006, 26). 
Meanwhile in Finland, the thought link “nation-countryside-culture” became a strong po-
tential passion in people’s consciousness. Although many avant-garde designers started to 
follow the international fashion, the main cultural atmosphere, art works and other visual 
images kept the core concept of an introverted nation (see Korvenmaa, 2012, 63).
Based on this situation, Aalto believed that Functionalism must be improved. He said: 
“Rationalism was necessary in the early modern design, but this phrase has passed. The 
problem is that the Rationalism did not develop to maturity yet” and “the current task is 
not to reject Rationalism; we should turn the approach of Rationalism from the field of 
technique into the field of humanity and psychology” (op. cit. Yang, 2011, 5). In 1930 Aalto 
realised that: “when (the production method) is controlled by creative work with a sense of 
social responsibility the result is not dead mechanization but organic development of real 
human value” (Ruusuvuori, 1978, 101). In his essay The Humanizing of Architecture (1940), 
Aalto wrote: 
Modern architecture has been rationalized mainly from the technical point of view. …Modern 
architecture has created constructions where rationalized technique has been exaggerated and 
the human functions have not been emphasized enough. …But since architecture covers the 
entire field of human life, real functional architecture must be functional mainly from the hu-
man point of view. (op. cit. Schildt, 1997, 102)
That was why Aalto put forward the idea of humanised design. The same as Aalto did, in 
other countries some international designers did not treat Modernism strictly, or it could 
be said that they tried to improve Modernism too. Mukala records that in the 1950s, an 
interesting ideological and aesthetic schism developed within Modernism, however, be-
tween the “organic” movement104 that Aalto represented and the “rational and structural” 
movement (see Mukala, 2012, 24). About this schism, Demetri Porpyrios says that “the 
critical vision of Modernism was lost and the original utopia of social egalitarianism was 
turned successively into petty-bourgeois humanism in the ‘50s” (Porpyrios, 1985, 188). 
Frank Lloyd Wright believed in what he called “Organic Architecture”, by which he meant 
that “a house must grow out of the needs of the people and the character of the country like 
a living organism” (op. cit. Gombrich, 1978, 444). The Trans World Airlines (TWA) terminal 
of Kennedy International Airport in New York was designed by Finnish-Amercan designer 
Eero Saarinen in 1962. It looks like the wing of a bird. Its interior structure is more organic 
than a built structure. These organic designs could be called “Biomorphic Modern” (Fran-
kel, 1991, 88). It found the character of creatures which is in common with human feeling. 
As what Juhani Pallasmaa supports: “In creative work, both the artist and craftsman are 
directly engaged with their bodied and their existential experiences rather than focusing 
on an external and objectified problem. A wise architect works with his/her entire body 
and sense of self” (Pallasmaa, 2012b, 13). 
104 Based on the reflection of aesthetic issues, the German Romantic Movement proposed the concept 
of organic form. At the beginning of the nineteenth century, A. W. Schlegel first divided form into two 
categories: one is organic; the other is mechanical (op. cit. Wang, 2011b, 102).
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The schools and styles discussed above form the background of the design principle of 
Finnish modern furniture which was formed by Finnish designers through bringing new 
International-styles into the Finnish traditional design field and modifying them according 
to human needs. 
3.1.1.2 Design principle of Finnish modern furniture 
Aalto got support from the international organic design field. He conceived design as a 
“humanistic activity based on technical knowledge which can only be pursued success-
fully by people with a capacity for creative synthesis” (Schildt, 1978, 13). Aalto’s design 
thinking could be seen in his attitude toward how to treat the two aspects: democracy and 
standardisation in his design. 
With regard to democracy, basically Aalto did as Modernism required: design “is not 
an aesthetic force but also a moral one and both these aspects are combined in the most im-
portant force: the economic one” (Meurer, 1991, 22). Finland was very poor after independ-
ence. In the 1920s, the population was moving from the countryside into the towns to look 
for work and there was a new concept for the dwelling as being a home for urban workers. 
Aalto was obsessed with the needs of the “little man”. In Aalto’s hands, the non-hierarchi-
cal compositions serve democratic ends. In that time, when a great amount of infrastruc-
ture and housing was constructed, he did not give up the pursuit of beauty and comfort. 
“The beauty of everyday life”, “the beauty of the home” and “pleasantness and coziness” 
were associated with this development (see Lahti et al. 1999, 49). The goal on which Aalto 
set his sights was to attempt to re-establish the realm of human happiness. In 1957, he said 
in a speech that “in certain privilege places and for a limited time, life has been organized 
so satisfactorily that it has been possible to believe that a realm of happiness could exist” 
(op. cit. Schildt, 1991, 32). But he knew this was not enough for all human beings. Aalto 
once said that, “you cannot save the world, but you can set it an example” (op. cit. Schildt, 
2007, 618). Thus, anyone who could produce an example of real equilibrium between the 
conflicting forces in society would make a significant contribution to improving the human 
living condition. He even thought architecture had the ultimate motive, the idea of creating 
paradise by saying: “If we did not carry this idea with us all through our lives, our build-
ings would all be simpler and more trivial, and life would be-well, would there be life at 
all? …Every architectural product is intended to show that we wish to build a paradise on 
earth for man” (op. cit. Schildt, 1997, 215).
In my opinion, Aalto chose a most challenging task: designing a paradise for ordinary 
people. Here is a paradox: if designers do not take economic factors into account, it is pos-
sible for them to build a paradise for ordinary people. Then there is no distinction between 
nobles and ordinary people. But this is impossible. Economic factors should not only be 
taken into account, they are in fact also a dominating aspect in design. How do designers 
make a paradise with a limited economic budget? It relies on good design and low cost 
production, which make the standardisation of products important. But he had conserva-
tive thinking on the standardisation of mechanical production since he tried to achieve a 
balance between unity and individuality.
There are some designers that hold sufficiently democratic ideas which are similar to 
those of Aalto. Their viewpoints could be seen as the complement and continuation of 
Aalto’s ideas. For example, Tapiovaara, being one of the first proponents of the “Design for 
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Need” ideology in Finland, has always stressed the designer’s social and ethical respon-
sibilities, and his design ideas start from needs dictated by use. In 1948 three designs by 
Tapiovaara received awards in an international competition for low-cost furniture held by 
the Museum of Modern Art in New York (see Aav, 1999d, 304). In 1997, Yrjö Wiherheimo 
said: “The public’s willingness decides all in design. If public’s needs of sprit and function 
can be met, then Finnish designers’ works could win an important position in the world 
design community” (Fang & Tang, 1998b, 48).
With regard to standardisation, there was the first theoretical controversy in 1914. Bel-
gian designer Henry van de Velde argued that design should try to capture the purpose of 
aesthetics and the human sense. He encouraged the freedom in design and creative work. 
On the contrary, German architect Herman Muthesius held that all design work should 
be done in a standard way to form unified aesthetics. The two ideas expressed designers’ 
understanding on modern design in the process of industrialisation.  
If the time was not yet ripe to discuss the issue of standardisation in 1914, with the de-
velopment of modern design in the 1930s a relatively clear conclusion could be drawn from 
the discussion on the same topic. At that time a standardised producing system in furni-
ture design emerged. The standardisation has been seen as an expression of Modernism.
Aalto fought against absolute standardisation although he was not an enemy of mass 
production. In a lecture in 1955 he pointed out that “while this standardization is in a 
way a benefit to the masses, it also holds within it the seed of destruction if it is used 
wrongly” (Aalto, 1955, 114). However he once wrote in his paper Culture and Technology 
that, “standardization means industrialized violence to individual taste” (Aalto, 1947, 141). 
He believed as long as standardisation is the production principle it should be regarded 
as highly inhuman to produce formalism by saying that “people get objects with stand-
ardized forms and ready-made standardized decorations, which because of these same 
characteristics, hinder them from creating an environment for themselves with a living, 
natural, constantly changing character” (Aalto, 1935, 51). Furthermore although stand-
ardisation originally brought human beings the physical freedom of movement, it later 
enslaved them in the mind. Aalto even claimed that “it is not impossible that short-sighted 
standardized methods borrowed from technology have produced the new kind of slum 
emerging at the moment-this time a psychological slum” (Aalto, 1941, 78); Standardisation 
could not get the “mental freedom” from the “physical freedom” (Aalto, 1949, 102). All in 
all, Aalto believed that standardisation “may very well not create a culture, though it ap-
pears to have had considerable initial success” (Aalto, 1955, 147).
How do designers limit the effect of standardisation? As a compromise, in the lecture 
Fighting Architecture in 1957, Aalto said that “it is very important for us to create elastic 
standardisation which would not control us but which we would control. …We would 
create standardization with a human face” (Aalto, 1957a, 142). Even in a standard product, 
humanity still can be put into it. He believed that the industrialisation and standardisation 
should serve to meet the needs of human life. He said: “A standard article should not be a 
definitive product; it should on the contrary be made so that the form is completed by man 
himself according to all the individual laws that involve him” (Aalto, 1935, 50). Reveal-
ing his special sense of identity with mankind, he advocated giving life to structure, and 
objected to creating just all the same mechanical square forms. It is better that nonhuman 
technology is combined with human nature, creating an emotional living environment. He 
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said: “As you know, you need a nail to make a soup. And to make furniture, you need a 
basic element, a standard structural part that is repeated, with some degree of variation, in 
all pieces. Sine qua non: apart from its structural characteristics, this basic element should 
have a functional, style-making form” (op. cit. Lahti et al. 2002, 102). For Aalto, it was not 
impossible to approach this aim. As soon as we include psychological requirements, we 
can expand the rational method to some extent and it has the potential to exclude inhuman 
results. Fortunately, furniture is not as complicated as electronic and mechanical products. 
Furniture designers have more freedom to execute their personal idea. Aalto’s style in fur-
niture was characterised by the humanist approach of Functionalism. In Aalto’s design, an 
array of the same chairs is uniform like a group; every one belongs to the whole formal 
group, while an individual one is exciting in its delicate detail and perfect function, giv-
ing people the illusion that it is unique. As early as 1933, in a radio lecture Alvar Aalto: a 
Psychological Architect, the English critic P. Morton Shand said that Aalto “has left the bare 
bones of doctrinaire Functionalism behind him” (Shand, 1933, 741). 
Aalto was against the unity of Classicism with its solemn and dignified figure, and also 
against the unity of Modernism with its high production efficiency. He made his mind clear 
which relates to the functions of the users’ physiological and physical wellbeing. Actually, 
Aalto did not give an exact name to the new idea which he hold, although he called it 
“Neo-Realism”. In Aalto’s opinion, it could not be given a proper name as it was not in the 
traditional sense of the word a style at all, but something above the phenomena of style. 
As Aalto pointed out, the contemporary Machine Age “called for almost insuperable task 
to resolve the issues of style in new ways of living, in technology and in everyday life” 
(Lahtinen, 2011, 46). However Aalto’s design thinking has been called Organic Functional-
ism105. I understand Aalto’s way of Organic Functionalism like this: “organic” refers to how 
to solve the problem brought by standardisation; “Functionalism” refers to how to meet 
the requirements of democracy. 
Aalto’s organic design not only pays attention to the product’s organic appearance, but 
also the inner mechanical harmony and even the organic interaction between users and 
design works. Later this design principle supported the Gaia Charter (for organic architec-
ture and design, 1991). It deducts Organic Functionalism with richer colour: 
Be inspired by nature and be sustainable, healthy, conserving, and diverse; unfold, like an or-
ganism, from the seed within; exist in the “continuous present” and “begin again and again”; 
follow the flows and be flexible and adaptable; satisfy social, physical, and spiritual needs; 
“grow out of the site” and be unique; celebrate the spirit of youth, play and surprise; express 
the rhythm of music and the power of dance. (Pearson, 2001, 72) 
These characters already can be seen in his furniture before 1927. After that his works be-
came more advanced than Modernism. They are a striking contrasted with the hard, highly 
rational modernist design. He was in the same era as Modernism, yet was way beyond it.
105 In his book A History of Architecture Theory: from Vitruvius to the Present, German art historian Hanno-
Walter Kruft believes that the concept of “Organic Functionalism” was originally formed by Ameri-
cans Horatio Greenough and Ralph Waldo Emerson in the mid-nineteenth century (see Kruft, 2005, 
259). This concept was adopted by Europeans during the time of Modernism. Alvar Aalto’s design 
embodied this concept and made it more developed and purified.
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In accordance with the design principle of Organic Functionalism, the meaning of the 
concept function is enlarged to cover even the psychophysical field. Characteristics of Aal-
to’s and many other Finnish designers’ design works can be detected in the detail from 
organic material, organic form, organic space, organic wholeness and organic productive 
process, which have applied in the design and manufacturing methods.
With regard to organic material, tubular metal furniture in the functionalist spirit de-
veloped at the Bauhaus school in Germany arrived in Finland in the late 1920s and early 
1930s (see Aav, 1999a, 124), for example Cantilever Chairs designed by Marcel Breuer and 
Mies Van der Rohe. Steel had been regarded as the only material which could be used in 
this structure. It is surely rational, from technical and constructive points of view, because 
it is strong and suitable for mass production. In 1929, when Aalto designed furniture for 
Paimio Sanatorium, he realised that a steel and chromium surface was not satisfactory 
from the human point of view since it is too good a conductor of heat and reflects bright 
light, and is not suitable acoustically for a room. Furniture in the sanatorium should be 
light, flexible, and soft. So Aalto used Finnish birch instead of steel. It was better to the hu-
man touch and more suitable for patients. 
Many other designers, for example Ilmari Tapiovaara in the 1950s, Antti Nurmesniemi 
in the 1960s and Yrjö Wiherheimo and Simo Heikkilä in the 1980s have always liked to 
use wood for their furniture, and often use natural colours. Natural materials played an 
important role in furniture design. Because human beings have an affinity for natural ma-
terials, the human sense was put in design. Then the rigid character of modern furniture 
was neutralised.
Besides adopting natural materials, some designers attempted using new materials 
such as fiberglass mostly in 1960s. Although it is not a natural material, it offered the op-
portunity for designers to design the organic form. 
With regard to organic form, Aalto said that: “the most valuable quality of architecture 
is its diversity and its ability to remind people of the growth of organic life in nature. I 
think this should be the only aim of different styles of architecture. If this aim is impeded, 
architecture will wither and die” (Lang & Guo, 2012, 82).  Aalto’s passion was for designs 
with organic curved lines. In furniture design bending wood is not a new practice; it had 
been used for hundreds of years for ship building. Bentwood appeared in the arched back 
of the English Windsor chair. Michael Thonet (1796-1871) was the first to apply an indus-
trial process to bend wood. He put beech rods in water overnight then placed them in 
pressurised steam chambers. The pressurised steam loosened the wood fibers, making the 
rods temporarily flexible and capable of being bent into metal molds without breaking (see 
Ngo & Pfeiffer, 2003, 25). This method enabled Thonet to design entirely novel, elegant and 
comfortable furniture; for example, his design work No.14 Chair (1855, Fig.12). It appeared 
completely different to the heavy, carved designs of the past. 
Being based on Thonet’s technology and being helped by enterprisers Aalto made a 
breakthrough to make bentwood, and this invention was patented. Aalto believed that we 
must never forget that wood is a living material. …Instead, if it has to be accurate, then 
lamination and gluing is better than steam forming, and nowadays you can make it much 
more simply (see Bernsen, 1995, 85-89). With the new technique, Aalto’s furniture made 
use of plywood and laminated wood with organic form. According to the book Bent Ply the 
Art of Plywood Furniture, 
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Plywood is an assembly of at least three veneer layers, each layer laid cross-grain, or perpen-
dicular, to the layer above and below it, and the layers glued together under pressure. Lami-
nated wood is also an assembly of layers of wood; however the layers are usually thicker and are 
laid so the grains all run in the same direction. …Laminated timber is used in architecture for 
structural members, and in furniture design laminated wood is most often used for the same 
purpose, as legs or frames. (Ngo & Pfeiffer, 2003, 22)
In this way the problems with old technology can be solved: one was that the grain of wood 
could be fractured when the straight wood stick was bent (Fig.13); the other was that its 
fixed form, which was made by steam, could change after time. 
The revolutionary form of furniture is based on technical inventions. In the 1930s Aalto 
designed a series of bent wooden furniture. The first one was Hybrid, a chair with a beech 
plywood seat and back and a tubular-steel base. Later he made the armchair version of 
the Hybrid Chair (1932, Fig.14). The armrest made by cut-outs from the same piece of ply-
wood as the seat and back; the structure of steel legs which accepted Breuer’s principle of 
springiness was continuations of the upper part of the curves. This chair was in a soft form 
with a greater proximity to nature than to that of abstract geometry. The work reflects the 
designer’s state of mind. Aalto’s sensitivity and enjoyment in bentwood can be seen from 
these two chairs. They were a change from previous furniture design; were the beginning 
of Aalto’s organic formal language in his design. By using bentwood, Aalto created various 
artificial natural forms to produce a wide range of different furniture. 
Fig.13 The fractured grains 
of wood in No.14 Chair   
Fig.12 No.14 Chair, by Michael Thonet      Fig.14 Armchair version of the 
         Hybrid Chair, by Alvar Aalto 
The other design work of bentwood is the Paimio Chair. It was made by gluing 3 mm thick 
layers of bent birch slats together into an elegant, rounded side frame to which the seat 
could be fastened. Its seat and back of springy plywood made a wooden chair soft. The 
structure of Cantilever Chair opened the Paimio Chair’s closed frame so that it could be 
given springiness similar to those tubular chairs. The springiness of the Paimio Chair came 
from the seat, whereas it came from the supporting structure of the Cantilever Chair. They 
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evidently approved of Aalto’s modifying of the extreme cold feeling of Modernism. The 
bent and laminated elements in Aalto’s furniture often recalled the natural forms. 
Aalto’s most important discovery in furniture design was the idea of the “bent knee” 
(Fig.15 and Fig.16). It is not a finished object in itself, but the brilliantly conceived mod-
ule with unlimited applications. The simple one-way bent leg was followed by the later 
variants of two-way constructive Y-shaped leg (1947, Fig.17 and Fig.18) and the decorative 
radiate X-shaped leg (1954, Fig.19 and Fig.20). The latter two are more advanced design 
works than the earlier one. Elina Joensuu deems bentwood technique “the hallmark of 
Finnish furniture in the 1970s” (Joensuu, 1996, 8). Aalto’s organic shaped furniture had a 
strong influence on his contemporaries and later designers in Finland. Their organic, mod-
ernist formal language became known worldwide as a Finnish trademark.
As for Eero Aarnio, almost all of his design works are in organic form. In the 1960s, he 
found that nothing is more esoteric than the egg, the simplest organic shape. His Ball Chair, 
Bubble Chair (1968, Fig.21), Pastilli Chair, Tomato Chair and Parabel Table (1994, Fig.22) 
followed this idea, looking like sculptures with the power of a natural creature. Aarnio 
does not design for art, but most of his design works have the complex spirit of art. To sum 
up the Finnish furniture in the 1960s, Deborah K. Dietsch said that “in these 1960’s designs, 
back, seat and legs aren’t distinguished as separate elements but are melded into a strongly 
identifiable, organic shape. These aren’t chairs to be set upon, but within” (Dietsch, 2005, 
no page).
        
     
Fig.15 and Fig.16 Bent knees                                  Fig.17 and Fig.18 Y-shaped legs, by Alvar Aalto
                                                                   
Fig.19 and Fig.20 X-shaped legs,             Fig.21 Bubble Chair and Fig.22 Parabel Table, 
by Alvar Aalto              by Eero Aarnio
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With regard to organic space, in 1934 the wooden undulating ceiling was designed by 
Aalto for the Viipuri Library, in which Aalto was carrying out the idea of rendering the 
apse-shaped protuberance of the reading room in a free form. This motif appeared again 
in 1937. In the Finnish Pavilion at the World Exposition in Paris, Aalto’s wooden pavilion 
was a deliberate “cultural demonstration”. In contrast to the monumental, symmetrical 
stone cubic pavilions which Germany, Italy, and the Soviet Union as well as Britain and 
the United States presented, Aalto integrated the natural treescape into the courtyards 
by using a sequence of curving, wrapping the main hall with a wooden curtain wall. It 
blurred the border between inside and outside, linking the interior space with an open 
area. The transition from indoors to outdoors was dissolved. With characteristic acuity, 
Göran Schildt describes this as “literally a forest space, related to the spatial experience of 
wandering among tree trunks, rocks and bushes in the broken terrain of a Nordic forest” 
(op. cit. Nerdinger, 1999, 63). The third time he took up this motif was for the New York 
World Fair two years later. Malcolm Quantrill said: “This pavilion was truly a ‘magic box’ 
from a spatial point of view on the inside, whilst it remained a simple functional box on the 
outside” (Quantrill, 1983, 92). 
There is something similar with the undulating shaped ceiling in the church of the 
Cross of the Plains (1960, Fig.23) in Seinäjoki. The wall behind the altar is connected with 
the ceiling by an arch. This shape makes the boundary between the wall and ceiling disap-
peared. The ceiling goes down to the floor gradually. It indicates that everything is finally 
going to the end. Similar, but a more exaggerated model, is Aalto’s design Parish Center in 
Wolfsburg, in Germany. There are still some organic spaces but designed in a different way. 
A good example is the Finlandia Hall. A sound reflection device on the wall was designed 
as irregular organic forms (Fig.24). The dark blue wooden bars were inlayed on the wall, 
looking like the metaphor of an image of a dense forest in the night and having the func-
tion of acoustics and art. It forms a whole with the internal environment, having rich visual 
effects. Also in the same building, the Chamber Music Hall, every element of the sound 
reflection device on the ceiling was designed into scallop shapes and made to look like 
clouds in the sky (Fig.25). These devices are not the main furniture, but because of the large 
area, they set the tone for the indoor atmosphere. A similar example here, but it is hard 
to say whether it is a furniture design or space design is the cloakroom of Finlandia Hall 
(Fig.26). It is shaped like a huge table with a curved line. It reminds of the streamlining de-
sign of the 1930s in America106. It is interesting for people in a visual sense. If a space would 
be understood too quickly by people, it would become boring very quickly; for example 
the square space. This streamlined table vividly divides space. It would be interesting if 
one would try to look for the direction of this organic space. Besides its practical function, 
this long table is also a decorative factor for the interior space. 
In Finland since the early twentieth century, with regard to organic wholeness, com-
pleting holistic designs has become a professional duty of architects. Architects had to 
consider the city planning, architecture, interior space and decoration as a whole. Even one 
piece of a chair is a relative part of the wholeness of the design plan; its role in the whole-
ness is of more importance than its independent role. The aim of overall design has become
106 The original aim of the streamlined design was to combine the principles of aerodynamic engineer-
ing with the functional geometry of the Modernistic style. Later this design became popular in every 
design field.
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Fig.23 Ceiling, the church of Cross of the Plains,               Fig.24 Sound reflection device on the wall,
by Alvar Aalto                Finlandia Hall, by Alvar Aalto  
      
Fig.25 Sound reflection device on the ceiling,               Fig.26 Table with curved line, 
Chamber Music Hall of Finlandia Hall,               Finlandia Hall, by Alvar Aalto
by Alvar Aalto
       
   
a consensus and character in the architecture design field. School teaching on furniture 
design began in 1909 when a group of trained furniture designers were starting their de-
sign careers, and worked together with architects (see Korvenmaa, 2012, 42). In the School 
of Arts, Design and Architecture at Aalto University, the teaching of furniture design has 
never been separated from the teaching of interior design. Therefore, furniture design is 
increasingly understood as one organic part of interior space, and one that impacts the 
atmosphere of interior space.
For this purpose, Aalto was “no longer content that each room be furnished in a differ-
ent spirit; now even the furniture within the same room could be of different pedigrees” 
(Herler, 1984, 38).  Aalto endeavoured toward a stylistic diversity. This was considered 
daring by the design thinking of Classicism which believed that the best furniture design 
should have the same style in the same interior environment. Aalto’s justification was that 
“the home or public interior as a whole was to be a unique work of art, a kind of stage on 
which different eras and thematic forms acted out a drama to the expert public’s applause” 
(Schildt, 1986b, 27). If there is no idea of organic wholeness, it is hard to harmonise those 
different tastes in one interior space. In J.M. Richards’s opinion, the outstanding contri-
bution on this issue was made by Aalto since he was a designer in both architecture and 
furniture design and was designing furniture and architecture as an organic whole object 
(see Richards, 1978, 63). In The Origin and Modernity of Alvar Aalto’s Furniture Göran Schildt 
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quotes Aalto’s words in 1954: “My furniture is seldom, if ever the result of professional 
design work. Almost without exception I have done them as part of an architectonic whole-
ness, in the mixed society of public buildings, aristocratic residences and workers’ cot-
tages, as an accompaniment to architecture” (op. cit. Schildt, 1986b, 26). In 1967, when he 
discussed about the relationship between painting, sculpture and architecture he said that 
“to me these works are all branches of the same tree, the trunk of which is architecture” 
(op. cit. Ruusuvuori, 1978, 40). He had the confidence that the architect should master the 
whole range of material design, from furniture, light fittings and glass to buildings and 
town plans. Nothing could be left to chance, for a building had to be a thoroughly finished 
organism right down to its smallest detail (see Wickberg, 1978, 87).
With regard to the organic productive process, Finnish designers have a relaxed at-
titude although they deem design a serious work. Compared to the popular, logical and 
progressive method, Aalto preferred to design in an intuitive and simultaneous way. It 
guaranteed that his designs were a complete idea from the very beginning: from intuition 
to reform a new image is an organic growing process. The Bauhaus professor Laszlo Mo-
holy-Nagy introduced Aalto to his experimental method of “playing” with various materi-
als, which was an important principle of Bauhaus instruction. This play is not playful, but 
serious. It makes designers always active and “always quick to pick up useful new ideas, 
Aalto started playing similar “games” with birch veneers…in more than one case these 
also provided constructive ideas for new furniture” (Schildt, 1986b, 30). 
The repeated technical experiments illustrate the organic productive process. In these 
experiments there were frequent failures. For example, in the Cantilever Chair, the wooden 
shape of open curves showed a tendency to be changed when the material became dry. 
Also it happened when the springiness relaxed after the chairs had been used for a while. 
Additionally, as I mentioned in chapter 2107, there are technical flaws with fiberglass. After 
time and numerous experiments, designers overcame those flaws, and the finished furni-
ture contained so much human wisdom and patience.
The organic productive process was also shown in the developing of series design. 
From what I have discussed above, it is known that Aalto preferred to repeat his typical 
design language, such as the organic undulating line in his Savoy Vase (1936, Fig.27), ta-
ble, screen and ceiling, and the vertical line and fan shape in his architectures, there was 
also his pillars. They created new forms of space, resulting in a dynamic sense. They are 
metaphors of free and unrestrained character. These languages existed in the continuous 
present, as his organic principle asserted. Besides, Aalto paid more attention to the conti-
nuity of design. In his opinion, it is impossible to be perfect in the first version of a design. 
Anyway, it can be modified to some extent; at least it can be changed into different versions 
according to the different needs of people. There is a phenomenon that although innova-
tion is the soul of design, personal style comes from repetition. Of course, it all depends 
on the extent of the repetition. On the whole, Aalto’s design works became a series with a 
strong personal character; his work is easy to be recognised. 
In contrast to Aalto’s work, Kukkapuro’s representative design works look different 
from one another. It can be seen that in his design career he has not pursued only one 
certain style and instead has never stopped experimenting. In different periods, he has 
107 See chapter 2 (2.1.3).
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different aims. He has always been searching for better materials and other forms. That is 
why most of his design works, like office chairs, are organic because he focused on ergo-
nomics; however, some of them have funny forms because he focused on appended decora-
tion when he was influenced by Postmodernism; some other designs focused on the new 
material when he was working in China. The evident contradiction in Kukkapuro’s design 
is that he believes that the curved shape of the human body is the most beautiful. Chairs 
“should reflect the shape of a person’s body as closely as possible, they should be soft like 
the human body and, if at all possible, every bit as beautiful” (Kukkapuro, 1983, 36). His 
Karuselli Chair is the result of this opinion. But there is no curved line to cater to the user’s 
body in the Totem Chair (1991, Fig.28, Aav et al. 2008, 163) which is his design work too. His 
different attempts in furniture design could be seen as a record of the modifying process of 
his design idea and the search for a better one. There is a notable question: for a designer, to 
persist with one style or to challenge himself? Aalto has kept his personal style throughout 
his design career; Kukkapuro has been continuously making breakthroughs. But sometimes 
Kukkapuro’s innovation was not successful, and he was criticised like Eero Saarinen was for 
producing designs with a “lack of his personal style” (see Salminen, 2006, 25). 
                                                                      
Fig.27 Savoy Vase, 
by Alvar Aalto
Fig.28 Totem Chair: 
Chinese Dragon 
Chair, by Yrjö 
Kukkapuro 
Mirja Kälviäinen and Hugh Miller have an opinion on this topic: 
‘Existing’ examples such as familiar kinds of products (even if not actually currently existing), 
which make sense to users because they can make links between them and their current pos-
sessions and current lifestyle, or ‘proposed’ examples, which might be more difficult for people 
to understand and categories, but are concerned with the intentions of designers to ‘move 
beyond’ existing products. (Webpage, Kälviäinen, Mirja)
Considering this idea with regard to the two cases, Aalto persisted with that which de-
served to be persisted with. He made his design works to be always trusted by consumers. 
However, Kukkapuro has broken through his own design style many times. It shows that 
he is a designer with the spirit of exploration, which is valuable in design. After all, per-
sisting is for confirming an achievement which was obtained in the past; getting a break-
through is for making progress in the future. 
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3.1.2 Design principle of Ming-style furniture 
3.1.2.1 The background of the design principle of Ming-style furniture
The development of Ming-style furniture was closely linked to the change of Confucianism 
and ideological liberation movement in the middle of the Ming Dynasty. Confucianism in 
the Song and Ming dynasties was called Neo-Confucianism. Neo-Confucianism was divid-
ed into two schools: one is called the “Cheng-Zhu School” which can be called Objective 
Idealism. The three main philosophers of this school were Cheng Hao108, Cheng Yi109 and 
Zhu Xi110. They believed that before the formation of everything in this world, there was a 
spirit which is based on metaphysics. It cannot be seen but is the essence of every concrete 
thing. After the invisible spirit is embodied by various practical utensils, it has different 
shapes and different uses. These utensils are visible and are reifications of the spirit. Uten-
sils are useful and important in daily life, but they are not the highest pursuit of literati and 
elites. Confucius (551-479 BC) once said that “the Superior Man is not a utensil” (Chen, 
1996a, Vol.2, 31). It means that the Superior Man should not be satisfied to be a specialist 
in a certain field. On another level, his mind is not narrowly oriented by a specific task. So 
he has the ability to understand the whole laws of the universe, which is so called Tao (the 
great way) 111, and to be the leader of the overall situation. It is the meaning of the statement 
in The Book of Change112: “Being metaphysical can be called Tao; being physical can be called 
utensil in life” (Li, Qing Dynasty (a), 144). They emphasised that “nature’s law is above all 
else, and taught people to get rid of human desire” (Li, 1473, Vol.12, 149). The other school 
is called “Lu-Wang School” which can be called Subjective Idealism. Lu Jiuyuan113 and 
Wang Yangming114 were the representatives of this school. Being different from “Cheng-
Zhu School”, the “Lu-Wang School” accepted and respected human desire. The founder of 
the Lu-Wang School, Lu Jiuyuan, promoted the doctrine of “human desire is the Tao”. He 
emphasised the role of the subjective spirit and promoted being the  master of peoples self. 
In the Ming Dynasty Wang Yangming inherited and carried forward Lu Jiuyuan’s theory, 
and proposed that “nothing is out of mind”, “conscience is universe” (op. cit. Chen, 1998, 
819). Everything can be seen only because it was in people’s minds. The Lu-Wang School 
transferred Confucianism from rationality into emotion. On the topic of practice, and in 
contrast to Zhu Xi’s idea of “getting knowledge before action” (Li, 1473, Vol.9, 102), the Lu-
Wang School believed that true knowledge is only obtained through practice, “knowledge 
is the idea of  the action; the action is effort of knowledge” (Wang, 1937, Vol.1, 3). Yu Yingshi 
believes that “anti-intellectualism was apparent throughout most of the Ming Dynasty. 
Wang Yangming is the person who pushed this thinking to the extreme” (Yu, 1976, 95-96). 
“Lu-Wang School” was established at the time when the “Cheng-Zhu School” was going 
108 Cheng Hao: 程颢 (1032-1085).
109 Cheng Yi: 程颐 (1033-1107).
110 Zhu Xi: 朱熹 (1130-1200).
111 Tao is a very important concept in Chinese culture. It was explained by different people in different 
ways according to different contexts. Tao, as mentioned by the Lu-Wang School here, means truth or 
the great way of nature.  
112 The Book of Change (周易) was a famous ancient book in China which studied the rules of changes of 
the universe. It also was translated as I-Ching.
113 Lu Jiuyuan: 陆九渊 (1139-1193).
114 Wang Yangming: 王阳明 (1472-1529).
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through a dilemma. That is why the “Lu-Wang School” became quite popular in the society 
from its very beginning. Soon it had a strong influence on the ideological field (see Feng, 
2005, 619-626).  
Based on this change in philosophical thinking, when Capitalism was in its embryo 
stages in the Ming Dynasty, a practical learning school called the Taizhou School emerged. 
It was the first Enlightenment thinking in the history of China and coincided with the Lu-
Wang School. The founder, Wuang Gen115 carried forward Wang Yangming’s theory, and 
was against the constraint of human nature, which led to the emancipation trend of the 
late Ming Dynasty. The basic characteristics of the Taizhou School were described by Ge 
Rongjin as the critical spirit; being secular and the scientific spirit (see Ge, 2003, 145-154). 
With regard to the critical spirit, scholars of the Taizhou School believed that they were 
the opponents of orthodox Confucianism. They broke through rules and formats, empha-
sising that people should do what they want. They respected life, and promoted the equal-
ity and pursuit of a better social doctrine. This thinking fully showed the characteristic of 
the early Enlightenment brilliance. Early Enlightenment thinkers had a historical aware-
ness, criticised the old cultural traditions and looked forward to a bright future. 
With regard to being secular, like traditional Confucianism, the Taizhou School also 
discussed the way of life, but the content actually went against the traditional Confucian-
ism. Traditional Confucianism thought that the enigmatic “Tao” could only be understood 
by saints and educated gentlemen; although ordinary people were living with “Tao” every 
day, they could not comprehend it. The purpose of this thinking was to prove that the 
distinction between the ruling class and common people came from nature and is reason-
able. Instead, Wang Gen objected to the feudal autocracy and obscurantism, denying the 
sanctity of “Tao”, and tried to bridge the gap between saint and ignorance. He held that 
action is the “Tao”, and that the so called holy “Tao” is something only like house work 
(see Wang, Ming Dynasty (a), Vol. 1, 2). Li zhi116 even drew the conclusion that: “wear-
ing clothes and eating are the great ethics; without managing those, there is no ethics in 
this world” (Li, 1946, 19). That is why in his book The History of Chinese Philosophy Hou 
Wailu said: “Taizhou School is the philosophy in ordinary people’s daily life” (op. cit. Hou, 
2004, 978). It respected human beings’ feelings and the needs of daily life.  Furthermore, in 
the late Ming Dynasty, the Donglin School especially advocated “useful knowledge”. The 
founder of the Donglin School, Gao Panlong117 said:
Practice is learning; learning is practice. There is no learning without practice, and vice versa. 
If a scholar can use his knowledge in dealing with practical things reasonably, his knowledge 
is good; if he only has knowledge from books, and does not understand practical things, this 
knowledge is useless, and is harmful to family, country and even the entire world. So, real 
knowledge should start with practice, to know common things in daily life. Then, people have 
the ability to govern a country, even the world. Only in this way can people have useful knowl-
edge. Otherwise, using only language is helpless. (Gao, Qing Dynasty, Vol. 5, 42) 
115 Wuang Gen: 王艮 (1483-1541).
116 Li Zhi: 李贽 (1527-1602).
117 Gao Panlong: 高攀龙 (1562-1626).
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Gao Panlong raised people’s ability from being familiar with life to the height of benefiting 
or harming the world. 
With regard to the scientific spirit, Shen Dingping said that: 
Generally the scientific thought in late Ming Dynasty has the following four characteristics. 
First, objected useless book knowledge and superstition. …Second, showed a confidence to 
understand and master the mysterious nature. …Third, emphasized mathematics, showing a 
new trend of precision in science. …Fourth, advocated observation, and experiment methods, 
and highlighting the spirit of scientific evidence. (Shen, 2001, 582-596)
Using Chen Baoliang’s words to sum up, for scholars in the Ming Dynasty the changing of 
philosophy from the “Cheng-Zhu School” to the “Lu-Wang School” was a pursuance for 
independent personality. It reflected how Capitalism had impacted on culture (see Chen, 
1990, Vol.6, 69). The most important thing is that this new atmosphere in ideology gave 
an opportunity to modernise the Chinese traditional culture. The unprecedented libera-
tion of social thought helped Confucianism to move away from strict rules and principles 
toward a practical direction. Seemingly unattainable spiritual concepts were substantiated 
and put to use in all aspects of life to serve as important indexes to judge the authenticity 
of knowledge. 
Traditionally, Chinese people believed that the best career for an educated gentleman 
was that of an official. This phenomenon was noticed by some French missionaries (see 
He, 2007, 103). For this purpose, studying philosophy and cultivating one’s virtue level 
were more important than studying mathematics or something practical. Adolf Reichwein 
said the following about China: “The first duty of the State is the teaching of virtue in 
schools” (Reichwein, 1996, 86). And French Enlightenment writer Voltaire stated: “They 
have…perfected Moral science, and that is the first of the sciences” (ibid, 89). So there were 
not many books about handicrafts, including carpentry. Craftsmen taught apprentices by 
means of their words and deeds. They guided apprentices to imitate, experience till they 
understood and grasp the production method. This teaching process paid attention to in-
tuitive comprehension but not to reading and logical analysis. Indeed, it is hard for such 
tacit knowledge to become a regular knowledge system without the ability to link design 
and cultural thinking. 
However, since social thinking had changed, scientific research became the trend at 
that time, with more and more social groups accepting the concept of “technological beau-
ty”. As a result, it encouraged the literati and scholars to research structure and style in 
furniture design and other handicrafts. They even published engineering books about the 
practice and theory of furniture design. Thus the social status of craftsmen started to be 
raised. For example, Tian Gong Kai Wu118 (Song, Ming Dynasty) was a book about 130 sorts 
of scientific agriculture and handicrafts, illustrated by 121 pictures. It presented the pro-
ductivity status of the emergence of Capitalism in the Ming Dynasty. The classical book of 
carpentry Lu Ban Jing119  (Wu, Qing Dynasty) covers the contents of design and production 
118 Tian Gong Kai Wu (天工开物) was written by SongYingxing (宋应星, 1587-1661), a scholar and sci-
entist.
119 Lu Ban Jing (鲁班经) was a work of folklore, reedited by Wu Rong (午荣) who was an official scholar 
in the Ming Dynasty.
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methods of architecture and furniture; it is a concentrated expression of the traditional Chi-
nese design concept. Therefore, the traditional Chinese architectural design has naturally 
become a holistic design. There are more than 30 categories of furniture with illustrations 
of the sizes, styles, structures, decorations and the working process of furniture. There 
were pieces of furniture designed by the literati. Zun Sheng Ba Jian120 (Gao, Ming Dynasty) 
was for easy reading and for taking care of ones health, and was published in 1591. The 
book is divided into 20 volumes, one of which was named “Lifestyle”. Gao Lian designed 
two beds in this book. One was the Double-used Bed121, which could be used in winter and 
summer by changing various elements. The other was the Recumbency Bed122 which could 
be adjusted to different heights to cater for different people’s postures when they read, 
enjoy themselves in the garden or sleep. Authors of San Cai Tu Hui123 (Wang & Wang, Ming 
Dynasty) introduced various things and their images in the book, dividing them into 14 
categories including building them and the required utensils. Die Ji Tu124 (Fig.29 and Fig.30, 
Hu & Yu, 2002, 4) means the design scripture of the Butterfly Shaped Table. The Butterfly 
Shaped Table was modular furniture. By using more or less and bigger or smaller different 
shaped tables, hundred of shapes could be combined. It was very flexible, becoming the 
archetype of modern Tangram. Fig.31 and Fig.32 (Pu, 1999, 253) are Ming-style Qiqiao125 
Tables which were inspired by Die Ji Tu. They have two versions of tabletops in different 
materials. One is marble, the other is wood. Actually the wooden tabletops are chessboards 
for Go and Chinese chess.
                                                     
     
 Fig.29 and Fig.30 Die Ji Tu                            
Fig.31 and Fig.32 
Qiqiao Tables
120 Zun Sheng Ba Jian (遵生八笺) was written by Gao Lian (高濂, 1573-1620).
121 Double-used Bed: 二宜床 (er yi chuang).
122 Recumbency Bed: 欹床 (qi chuang).
123 San Cai Tu Hui (三才图会) was written by Wang Qi (王圻, 1530-1615), a bibliographer in the Ming 
Dynasty and Wang Siyi (Wang Qi’s Son). It was published in 1609. 
124 Die Ji Tu (蝶几图) was first published in 1617 and written by Ge Shan (戈汕), a scholar who was 
excellent at painting.
125 Qiqiao: 七巧板 (qi qiao ban). 
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For literati, the Qin table was a kind of furniture in which they can set their emotional 
sustenance. Playing a Qin (instrument) is a spiritual enjoyment. So the literati especially 
like to design Qin tables by themselves. In his book Ge Gu Yao Lun126 (Cao, Qing Dynasty), 
Cao Mingzhong researched about wood, bamboo and furniture. In designing the Qin Ta-
ble, he required a certain wood, colour, shape and even sound. Qin Tables were mentioned 
in Kao Pan Yu Shi127 (Tu, Ming Dynasty, Vol. 2, 26) and Zhang Wu Zhi (Wen, Qing Dynasty, 
Vol.7, 32) in different styles. Kao Pan Yu Shi is an important reference material for research-
ers who wish to study the lifestyle of people in the Ming Dynasty, and is valuable for re-
searching the literati’s aesthetic ideal. Some portable pieces of furniture that could be taken 
on trips were shown in this book. Besides, the Roller Stool was famous because it had the 
function of massage. The wooden cylinders in the middle of the surface could be rolled by 
the feet while sitting on the other higher chair. Being based on this archetype, later, people 
designed similar variations. In Zhang Wu Zhi, the author introduced a similar stool to that 
of the Roller Stool (Fig.33, ibid, Vol.6, 25). In this book there were more than 20 pieces of 
furniture with pictures of different shapes, sizes, decorations and making methods. There 
was even one chapter concerning the interior layout of furniture. The contents in this book 
can even be summed up as one expression: “getting away complex things, and being sim-
ple in design”. This could be understood from two aspects. One is to be simple in decora-
tion and structure, and just for simple use. The other is to be simple in mind, to follow the 
universal truth, so that people could build their perfect personality while making perfect 
products. The most important book in that time was Xian Qing Ou Ji128 (Li, Qing Dynasty 
(b)), in which the main idea was based on the lifestyle in Taoism. Among pieces of furniture 
in this book, two of them are special due to their unique functions. One is the Warm Chair 
and the other is the Cold Stool129 (ibid, Vol. 10, 108-109). Like the Double-used Bed, they 
made users comfortable in both the summer and winter. Furthermore, the Warm Chair 
could be used as a table, incense burners and even a sedan chair. There were many ideas 
and opinions on design in this book, which were representatives of the literati’s design 
principle in that time. This is why this book is valuable even nowadays. 
Fig.33 Roller Stool
126 Ge Gu Yao Lun (格古要论) was written by the scholar Cao Mingzhong (曹明仲) in the Ming Dynasty.
127 Kao Pan Yu Shi (考盘余事) was written by Tu Long (屠隆, 1543-1605) a dramatist and writer in the 
Ming Dynasty.
128 Xian Qing Ou Ji (闲情偶寄) was written by Li Yu (李渔, 1610-1680). Li Yu had versatile talents in art 
and was a drama theorist and writer as well as famous specialist in interior and garden design. Being 
one of the earliest Chinese world-renowned writers, before his death, Xian Qing Ou Ji was already 
popular in Japan. In the eighteenth century this book was translated into European languages.
129 Warm Chair: 暖椅 (nuan yi); Cold Stool: 凉杌 (liang wu).
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The descriptions above have shown the literati’s active design thinking in the Ming 
and early Qing dynasties.  Some examples are a little bit exaggerated such as the Butterfly 
Shaped Table and Warm Chair. They were not popular, just a kind of realisation of the 
literati’s beautiful dream. The point here is not those design works, but their free thinking 
from the Enlightenment. It was this freedom of the mind that offered the stage for Ming-
style furniture to perform perfectly.
According to Xu Baowei’s description, Li Yu designed and built his house by himself. 
On the building site, he was the busiest and most active person. He wanted to make sure 
every detail of his design would be implemented accurately. Further, he preferred some 
works to be made that required higher technology, such as doors and windows, by himself 
(see Xu, 2011, 75). Later, his house was the model for others. Because of the relatively free 
thinking in ideology in the Ming Dynasty, if it can be said that the literati were trained to 
become designers by the scientific spirit, then craftsmen could be seen as having been the 
implementers to realise those design plans. Only if they had good cooperation, can they 
create the perfect interior environment. 
In this cooperation, the literati and craftsmen formed an unusual friendship which sur-
mounted the differences in social status and educational level between them. For example, 
Li Yu, the author of Xian Qing Ou Ji, did not see craftsmen as vulgar men, and craftsmen 
deemed Li Yu as a real handicraft master among them. In Xian Qing Ou Ji, Li Yu often 
mentioned some craftsmen’s names and their works. Based on this friendship, the literati 
obtained nutrition from the folk culture; meanwhile the townspeople had the opportunity 
to learn lofty culture from the literati. Consequently, there was a tendency that craftsmen’s 
works gradually took on an artistic taste. Some craftsmen even became artists. Some literati 
accepted and appreciated their art works. The most prominent example is the painter Qiu 
Ying130. He was a lacquer worker earlier. In his middle age, he gave up working with lac-
quer, and mingled with the literati, and as such an elegant cultural atmosphere permeated 
his paintings, making him a great painter (see Zhou, 2004, 89). 
3.1.2.2 Design principle of Ming-style furniture 
The scientific spirit brought by the Enlightenment helped the design principles of the 
Ming-style furniture to be formed, which could be called “Artistic Pragmatism” which was 
embodied by the two aspects: pragmatism on function and the finesse on manual skill. 
These design principles sound abstract since they were not established by professional 
designers. However, they were practiced by the literati and craftsmen in many innovations 
of Ming-style furniture. 
The pragmatism in regard to function was embodied by some designers’ opinions and 
some pieces of furniture, making furniture simple but useful. As with the Donglin School, 
Li Yu believed that the real knowledge is in practical daily life. In Xian Qing Ou Ji, he said 
that “to know how to farm, you can get the best answer from a farmer; to know how to 
weave the best method is from a weaver” (op. cit. Li, 2001a, 270). Being based on pragma-
tism, the interior design could not be luxurious. About the luxury Li Yu said that “when 
you visit rich people’s luxury houses, you could feel chilly without cold…while when you 
visit common people’s ordinary homes you might feel warm and comfortable…so interior 
130 Qiu Ying (仇英, 1498-1552): one of the four most famous painters in the Ming Dynasty.
107
design should match with our requirements of daily life, that of being practical” (op. cit. Li, 
2001a, 268). In detail, Li Yu believed that:
Being extravagant in building and decoration is the worst possible scenario. The layout and 
decoration of ordinary people’s homes should be simple; it should even be a design fashion in a 
nobleman’s house. Every piece of furniture and utensil in a home should be of good quality, but 
not be rich in colour; it should be elegant, but not wasteful in material. (ibid, 269) 
Furthermore, Li Yu pointed out the result of being extravagant: “the effect is often counter-
productive. People only remember the expensive clothes and jewelry, but might forget the 
face of this person who wears this clothes and jewelry. However the face is the purpose for 
a woman to dress herself” (Xu, 2011, 256). Even though these texts seem to talk about the 
decoration, he actually emphasised function through simple form. It shows Li Yu’s firm de-
sign idea: if furniture has good function, the decoration is the inferior requirement; being 
simple and practical to cater to most people’s needs in life, including rich people and poor 
people. He thought that those people who love redundant decoration do so because they 
have not got the ability to enjoy or create design works with high quality. This design idea 
highlights the literati’s taste with high cultural values. For them “in design, being old style 
is better than being new; being simple is better than being complicated. …Never grave too 
much” (Wen, Qing Dynasty, Vol.6-7, 22-36). 
With regard to emphasising the finesse of manual skill, it was supported by the meticu-
lous social division of labour which was brought by the embryo of the capitalist economy. 
More than 360 professional trades were mentioned in Pai An Jing Qi, a novel in the Ming 
Dynasty. The Jiangning County Annals recorded that in the Zhengde era (1505-1521) there 
were 104 sorts of minor trades in Jiangning County (Chen, 2004, 117). This situation pro-
vided craftsmen more time and energy to handle their professional jobs and created more 
handmade boutiques. 
Except for putting in time and energy, tools are important in manual skills. Confucius 
said that “he who wishes to do his work well must first sharpen his tools” (Chen, 1996a, 
Vol.15, 297). The design idea relies on good tools in order to be realised; increasing the 
number of tools and methods provided wider choices and a bigger stage for innovation 
in designs. Scientific spirit in the Ming Dynasty expedited the development of woodwork-
ing tools. For example, according to Tian Gong Kai Wu, mature direct forge quenching was 
used in the Ming Dynasty (Song, Ming Dynasty, 39-42); sharp woodworking tools can be 
produced through this technique. Different types of carpenter’s planes and saws appeared 
in the middle of the Ming Dynasty, making different lines and surfaces. The importance of 
tools has also been seen by modern Nordic designers: “good quality in manufacturing is 
no more costly than poor quality; on the contrary…a working process is a pleasure, when 
the carpenter’s tools are in order and his familiar with the qualities of the wood. When 
tools are poor, results are poor, and work takes longer, too” (Bernsen, 1995, 56). This is the 
guarantee for furniture’s good quality both in ancient time and nowadays. 
Unfortunately, tools from the Ming and Qing dynasties are hardly seen nowadays. 
In Fig.34 and Fig.35, there are some tools in Yin’s furniture factory for processing woods. 
Various tools made a precise tenon-and-mortise structure possible. Hardwood is suitable 
to be carved into a delicate tenon and mortise, but it does not mean that the process is easy. 
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Fig.34 and Fig.35: Manual tools in Yin’s furniture factory
Fig.34: Carving tools with similar shapes but different sizes for different parts of carving work
Fig.35: Tools for making wooden board flat and smooth
Hardwood is inflexible when compared with soft wood. So tenon and mortise should be 
made in proper sizes to suit to each other. Otherwise, the structure will be loose or easily 
broken. Because of high quality materials and tools, the tenon-and-mortise structure in the 
Ming-style furniture became more complex. There were 150 tenon-and-mortise junctions 
on one wooden Ming-style clothes hanger.
Fang Hai sums up the principles of Chinese furniture design that:
The so-called Arts and Crafts designers, designed the first kinds of modern furniture in the 
belief that good design should be essentially simple and available to all, and with a concern for 
high-quality workmanship, which is almost the same as the chief principles of Chinese furni-
ture design. (Fang, 2004a, 9) 
I support Fang’s opinion. Good furniture should be simple with high quality. Only because 
of pragmatism was Ming-style furniture functional but not luxurious; still because of the 
pragmatism, woodworking tools rapidly developed, which guaranteed the making of ar-
tistic furniture with ingenious tenon-and-mortise junctions and delicate decorations.  
3.2  A coMpArison of thE dEsign And MAnufActuring MEthod
3.2.1 design and Manufacturing Method of finnish modern furniture
3.2.1.1 Being simple and plain
Due to the ease of machine production, the simplicity of Finnish modern furniture is re-
flected in the structure. The reasons for being simple may be analysed as the following 
perspectives. 
From the perspective of practical need, the high birth rate between 1945 and 1950 
brought a pressure to the field of furniture design and production. The corresponding sim-
ple structure of the furniture reflected the customs’ requirement of the time. The functional 
but simple interior decorative culture derived from a difficult period where there was a 
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shortage of material. In this situation, the rational design thinking which was advocated 
before World War II had been extended. In the 1960s, there was an increasingly strong 
view that it was superficial to emphasise too much production and marketing as well as 
exporting; the artificial decoration was a kind of disguise for design failure (see Korven-
maa, 2012, 184). The design ideal after World War II was to be loyal to materials and to be 
simple and pure. According to Jorma Mukala, although the living habits of people have 
greatly changed over time, heating remains a fundamental concern and continues to be a 
major expenditure. It is imperative that the exterior surfaces of building are well insulated 
and space is used efficiently-as even unused space must be heated. In the majority of cases 
in Finland, this self-evident truth leads architects to generate fairly simplified overall solu-
tions (see Mukala, 2012, 23). According to the principle of Organic Functionalism, the style 
of furniture should be consistent with the style of architecture; being simple therefore was 
the only choice.
From the perspective of modern technique, in his paper Ockham’s Razor and the Principle 
of Simplicity131 David Rudd Cycleback writes that: 
The razor alludes to the shaving away of unneeded detail. A common paraphrase of Ockham’s 
principle, originally written in Latin, is that “all things being equal; the simplest solution 
tends to be the best one. (Webpage, Cycleback) 
Implicit in Ockham’s razor is the idea that it is better and more valuable to require fewer 
materials. Unnecessary design elements decrease the efficiency in design, and have the 
potential to fail or create problems. Practically, a simple form is an economical one. Adolf 
Loos had the same, but an extreme, opinion with regard to ornaments: “It leads to the 
waste of human labour, money, and materials” (Webpage, Adolf Loos). One way of extend-
ing a product’s life is to design it simply so that it can be maintained and serviced easily. 
Otherwise, with complicated products, specialists have to carry out repairs and replace-
ments. That means that product servicing becomes an expensive part of the total product. 
This is not good for decreasing cost and making furniture popular. Being simple is also 
connected with democratic thinking which is supported by Modernism and Finnish mod-
ern furniture designers. 
From the perspective of the general characteristics of human perception, human mental 
make-up favours simplicity. Humans tend to use simplicity as a tool by which to judge aes-
thetics. People often say things like this: good is simple, messy is incorrect, simple truths, 
the beauty is in the simplicity. However, this rule is not an arbiter of truth and accuracy; 
it is only a practical rule of thumb for making a good model. A good example is Aarnio’s 
Pastilli Chair. It looks like a ball that has just been poked by a huge finger; easily recognis-
able by the human mind. Moreover, its simple form shows off a seemingly simple but ideal 
production process; however, in actual fact this is not the case. There are no joint parts and 
different sides, just a whole; easy to be serviced and cleaned. 
Being simple does not mean designers have inappreciable motivations and methods. 
In other words, they leave the difficult task for themselves, but give people the easy and 
131 Ockham’s razor: This principle of simplicity in scientific models and theories is commonly called 
Ockham’s razor, or Occham’s razor. It is popularly attributed to the English friar and philosopher Wil-
liam of Ockham, also known as William of Occham.
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soft appearance of furniture. Aalto believed that both 
historically and practically, the basic problem in fur-
niture design is the element joining the vertical and 
horizontal parts; but in this Stool E60 (1933, Fig.36), 
although the “Aalto legs” are complicated in tech-
nique and the production process was difficult, the 
forms are very simple. Thanks to modern technology 
and production methods, making Finnish modern 
furniture is not terribly hard. It is different from that 
of Ming-style furniture, although both have a simple 
appearance.
Tu Cuishan, a Taiwanese design critic who has 
lived in Finland for 10 years, has a general evalua-
tion on Finnish design: “being enough is good” (Tu, 
2010, 6); “In my impression, the marvelous beauty is 
rare in Finland, so it seems that people have cultivat-
ed their ability to look for a beauty in ordinary daily 
life” (ibid, 9); “I always feel Finland is the simplest 
one in Nordic countries” (ibid, 39). However, she also 
realised that: “for Asian people who are accustomed to the bustling way of life in Asia, 
the Finnish lifestyle looks boring; for European people who pursue a refined and elegant 
cultural atmosphere, the Finnish lifestyle seems like a country girl, simple and authentic” 
(ibid, 39). In fact, the unique calmness and warmness of Finnish culture permeates Finnish 
simple design. It therefore should be appreciated by a calm heart.    
3.2.1.2 Design for ordinary human life
Although the two kinds of furniture have the same design idea i.e. to be simple, they have 
different targets; their inner pursuits are quite different. Finnish modern furniture focuses 
on the ordinary human life, and thinks in a scientific way.
At the end of the 1950s, Finnish designers believed that the design masters would be 
needed in the international design arena, but different design works and the way of their 
exhibition would be required by national masses. Then they focused on the old issue, 
which had been discussed in the 1930s: everyone should have the right to enjoy modern 
design works. It became a consensus soon and accepted by all traditional and modern de-
sign fields (see Korvenmaa, 2012, 161). The following two points demonstrate the idea of 
Finnish furniture design: design for ordinary human life.
A. cost-benefit: the cost-benefit can be applied to assess design works from the user’s 
perspective. In order to give more benefits to the ordinary people, Aalto valued the role 
of experiment in furniture design. According to Aalto, in every project there should be 
“the opportunity for at least some degree of experimentation, even at the risk of mistake 
and financial loss. It is only in that way that architecture can be promoted and quality 
improved for the good of the little man” (Jetsonen & Lahti, 2005, 14). For example, for the 
curved wood, beech was used by Thonet’s furniture because it is strong and can be bent 
in all directions. But for producing the inexpensive furniture, it was necessary for Aalto 
to concentrate on birch, the cheaper and most easily obtainable material for furniture in 
Fig.36 Stool E60, by Alvar Aalto
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Finland. Being the managing director of The Architectural Review, H. de C. Hastings said in 
his presentation in 1933: “Aren’t we all tired of modern things which are expensive because 
they are modern, modern because they are snob and snob because they are expensive” 
(op. cit. Schildt, 1984, 80). It was the English reaction to the inexpensive and elegant Aalto’s 
furniture. Kukkapuro also prefers to pay attention to experimentation. Kukkapuro, when 
designing the Karuselli Chair, made different kinds of snow chairs, from which he got in-
spiration. He set traditional chicken wire so he could form a shape by sitting on it, just 
like in the snow, to make sure the prototype fit his body. For them, experimentation is not 
a waste of money, but an investment; one that brings greater benefits. It is worth continu-
ously experimenting to look for the most suitable materials and the best structure to make 
furniture cheaper for the maximum number of the public.
B. mobility: in chapter 2132, I discussed that in order to give full play to the individual 
features, Ming-style furniture and most of Finnish modern furniture pays no attention to 
functional diversification. But here the mobility does not have the same meaning. In his 
paper The Dwelling as a Problem (1930) Aalto said: “Modern man-and the family- are more 
mobile than before. This is reflected in furniture’s mechanical characteristics. …Move-
able and foldable furniture enlarge a minimal dwelling. And in fact, the whole method of 
designing the interior that I have mentioned aims at enlarging the dwelling by develop-
ing its use possibilities” (Aalto, 1930, 29). Göran Schildt points out that, “Aalto’s furniture 
is not tied to its first setting; it is free and can be used in an endless variety of interiors 
and combinations, just as human being can form new relationships” (Schildt, 1986b, 26). 
There are some common characters in Aalto’s furniture: simplicity, modesty and light 
colour. So, furniture has a broader range of applications. We have seen Aalto’s furniture 
with a similar flavour used in theaters, libraries, schools, churches, government offices 
and private homes. In some cases, there are even wheels fixed in to the furniture for mov-
ing it easily. Aalto’s furniture is always harmonious with the surrounding environment. 
Their personality can be shown just by changing a little bit the matching elements. Of 
course, there is a premise that all of those buildings are more like modest homes and not 
luxury buildings. As Markku Lahti said: “Aalto’s designs are encountered in working-
class homes as well as in residences at the opposite end of the social spectrum. This 
suggests that his designs do not project a distinct social identity or precise functional 
category” (Lahti et al. 2002, 9).
3.2.1.3 Close kinship between manual and mass production
With regard to mass production and handmade products, at the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury, John Ruskin133 put forward the objection between the untamed exuberance of life and 
the dead perfection of engineering. He said that:
The last form of fallacy which it will be remembered we had to deprecate was the substitution 
of cast or machine work for that of the hand, generally expressible as Operative Deceit. There 
are two reasons, both weighty, against this practice: one, that all cast and machine work is bad, 
as work; the other, that it is dishonest. (Ruskin, 1849, 43) 
132 See chapter 2 (2.4.3).
133 John Ruskin (1819-1900): an art critic, the pioneer of the English Art and Crafts Movement.
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Ruskin emphasised the sense of human labour. The work of the master craftsman goes 
“with a swing” as his hand moves in unison with his breath and perhaps with his heart-
heat. There is no doubt that straight lines and regular shapes made by machines contrib-
ute to a convenient work process more than the purpose of creativity. Ruskin’s hostility 
to machines had a negative significance at the beginning of the period of industrialisa-
tion. The English Art and Crafts Movement was opposed to industrialisation, emphasised 
handicrafts and highlighted the character of materials. Influenced by this thinking, Finnish 
modern furniture design has attached great importance to traditional handmade products. 
The representative of Finnish design at that time was the ceramic products of the Arabia 
Company. 
Igor Herler notes that: “in the 1920s most of Finnish furniture was at least nominally 
industrially manufactured although in reality made to such a degree by hand” (Herler, 
1984, 16). In the second half of the 1930s, despite the wave of Modernism having swept 
across the European continent, household items in Finland were not of the same style. 
Finland was still an agriculture-dominated country; folk customs and social norms were 
still powerful in manufacturing, and handicrafts were still very popular (see Korvenmaa, 
2012, 81). At that time, some important design schools still paid attention to handicrafts. 
This was criticised by actual practitioners of the applied art industry but not by schools, 
who emphasised the combination of mechanising and Modernism. The 1930s could be 
seen as a time full of controversy between different opinions and practices. Arttu Brum-
mer and Alvar Aalto were two representatives who stood generally by the two tenden-
cies: being traditional and being modern (see ibid, 83). In the 1960s, Nordic democracy, 
which was emphasised during this period, could not appreciate the crafts as they were 
considered elitist. But the oil crisis of the 1970s and the recession it brought with it raised 
the value of the crafts once more. Negative values were attached to plastic, and “au-
thentic” materials were felt to be safe once more (see Aav, 1999b, 72). Since the 1980s, 
following Modernism, the current trend shows that regardless of the users or designers, 
hand making has become more and more valuable in the production of furniture. In the 
process of hand making, both the maker and user may feel a beauty of concentration. 
Aarnio once said that “all I needed was a sawhorse, a log of aspen, an axe and a knife. The 
end result could be anything” (op. cit. Björklund, 2007, 101). Tapio Wirkkala preferred to 
make design model through his hands and liked all sorts of tools used in handicrafts. He 
once said: 
Making design work by hand is meaningful for me. When I touch certain material, it inspires 
me to try something new. Hand-making can take me to another world. …Even if I am blind, 
but my hands can let me feel the outside world and the shapes of different objects…there is 
an advantage in hand-making. Since every step in the production process is made by hand, 
the craftsmen have the opportunity to experience and adjust now and then; while mechanised 
producing is not the same case: it is impossible for designers and producers to experience the 
characters of materials, and once the producing process starts, nothing can be changed. (Li & 
Fang, 2006, 88)
Outi Särkikoski is opposed to the concept of industrial production. In her view, there is 
no warm feeling in the mechanised product; it is impossible to ask a machine to take care 
113
of every detail in making a product as a human being would usually do. Although many 
of her ceramic works are daily necessities, she still refused to make them using machines, 
being satisfied with a limited number of hand-made figures. In her opinion, the quality of 
a machine product is lower than that made manual work. In support of this view, she com-
pared her cup made by mechanised production to the original version and pointed out the 
subtle but essential differences. Materials do not tell lies; it faithfully records the machine 
or hand making clues. The handicrafts’ virtues resided in material things (Särkikoski, per-
sonal communication, 12.11.2010). Särkikoski represents the affection of Finnish people to 
hand making, which is actually in the tendency of art. In the modern society of machine 
production, they strive to retain traces of hand making in products that allow for mecha-
nised production, yet retain the warmth of hand made products. 
Although the handicrafts tradition in Finland has been long, the concept of Modern-
ism seems more suitable for the middle class. The question of how to make an adjustment 
between tradition and Modernism became an issue which cannot be ignored. Actually, in 
modern Finnish furniture production the two aspects have been cooperating to a certain 
extent in different phases, almost never giving the other one up. 
Being of modern design, Aalto’s furniture still retained the human spirit which Ruskin 
supported. However, he was misunderstood in a case: Aalto was interested in Breuer’s 
Cantilever Chair because it has a flexible seat and back and thus makes the sitter feel com-
fortable. However, Breuer’s Cantilever Chair has the other publicly recognised character 
of being industrially mass produced and inexpensive, which made it socially acceptable. 
With regards to this character, Gotthard Johansson, the Swedish art historian and critic, 
misunderstood Aalto’s furniture design idea. In 1947, he wrote in a Swedish newspaper a 
comparison of the designs of Alvar Aalto and Bruno Mathsson134. He thought that Maths-
son’s furniture was handmade, whereas Aalto’s furniture had been adapted to industrial 
production due to its pure simplicity and functional form (see Parko, 1984, 99). Actually, as 
I discussed above about Aalto’s opinion on standardisation, the degree of mechanisation in 
Aalto’s furniture is relative. His designs look like they have a high level of standardisation, 
but they are not easily produced on a large-scale. A simple Aalto leg requires 30 individual 
operations; the X leg needs even more separate steps. Each of these steps requires coopera-
tion between manual work and machine, and some of steps need only hand work (Fig.37). 
Being the same as Aalto, Tapio Wirkkala’s design works are the perfect results of coopera-
tion of mechanised and manual production. In the design process, he paid more attention 
to the communication with the crafts master and the mass production. When a new plan 
was designed, as soon as possible he wanted to know how the crafts master would realise 
it as a product and participated in the production process personally. He believed that in 
modern industry, for a designer, it is very important to know the production process and 
to have a good relationship with craftsmen (see Li & Fang, 2006, 89). Kari Virtanen tells his 
opinion of Finnish design on this topic that “we use modern machinery to work with wood 
but at the same time we keep in mind all the traditional methods. The machinery is forever 
developing and automation is important, but the main characteristics and best methods 
cannot be forgotten” (Virtanen, personal communication, 6.5.2014). Fig.38 and Fig.39 show 
some mechanised and manual production in his company Nikari.
134 Bruno Mathsson (1907-1988): a Swedish furniture designer.
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Fig.37 The machine on which Aalto made his bentwood      Fig.38 and Fig.39 Mechanised and
             manual production, Nikari Company
3.2.1.4 Being harmonious with the surroundings and ecological environment
Furniture design is not the result of isolated planning work. On the contrary, it evolves in 
connection with architecture projects, embodying the design principle of organic space. 
That is why when Aalto started his career as an architectural designer, the field of furniture 
design was already considered natural to architects. In the church of Cross of the Plains in 
Seinäjoki, also consistent with the interior organic arch shape between the wall and ceiling, 
the furniture is of the same characteristic (Fig.40). Meanwhile, it is a supplement to the in-
ner space. In the library of Seinäjoki, tables in the reading hall are almost in the shape of a 
triangle (Fig.41). When they are arranged in a curved line, they are in the same shape with 
the boundary of the reading room and even the whole library. Not only is there a close 
relationship between furniture and architecture, but in Aalto’s design career the handles 
of door, stair handrails, lamps and containers etc. are all organic parts of interiors design. 
                                                                              
Fig.40 Benches, church of Cross of the Plains and Fig.41 Tables, library of Seinäjoki, by Alvar Aalto 
With regard to the outdoor surroundings, Swiss architectural theorist Sigfried Giedion 
wrote in his book Space, Time and Architecture: The Growth of a New Tradition: 
Aalto’s national romantic spirit in his design was in relation to his geographic environment. 
Big lakes and forests and Nordic national characters influenced designers here, giving their 
design works free and relaxed features. After all, nature is the metaphor of freedom. Sometimes 
nature evokes free thought and lets it continue. (op. cit. Lang & Guo, 2012, 82) 
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Aalto used vertical lines in architectural design as they are the basic image of trees. The 
wooden structure of Villa Mairea (1939, Fig.42, Webpage, Yeewe), the different window 
heights of the Church of Three Crosses (1958, Fig.43, Webpage, Designer Alvar Aalto) and 
the sound reflection device on the wall inside the Finlandia Hall (Fig.24) show this motive of 
the vertical line. In the church of Seinäjoki, there is a small chapel for which Aalto designed 
the stained window glass. He gave it the name: The Streams of the Plains. It is also possible 
to imagine it as the tree of life. In the local church, the design of the stained window recalls 
for people a strong sense of identity because it refers to the regional landscape (Fig.44). 
Fig.42 Villa Mairea, Fig.43 Church of Three Crosses and Fig.44 Stained window glass, by Alvar Aalto
Aalto believed that chairs belong to walls; walls belong to roofs, roofs belong to the sky (see 
Webpage, Wu). In Aalto’s opinion, “good housing does not necessarily have any formal 
cause; it is not merely a question of direct design or of color scheme. Good housing begins 
with the building of a given city, in fact even earlier” (Aalto, 1957b, 6). He comprehensively 
considered architecture and its environment, and tried to resolve the possible conflict be-
tween the two. Consequently, Aalto’s buildings always make the best use of natural terrain 
and scenic beauty in a simple style. 
Although this idea is concerned with architectural design, it still can be a guide for 
furniture and household goods design. It should be based on its surrounding, and cooper-
ate with the environment in vision and usage. For example, his garden table (1939, Fig.45) 
looks like a daisy blooming in the sunshine, matching the real daisies behind it. This design 
method came from his attitude of “organic wholeness”. Aalto’s Savoy Vase (Fig.27) has 
grown into a symbol for the Finnish form. One can see that it is linked to Finnish nature, 
the bays of the lakes and the curves of the banks. 
Aalto’s trademark was making use of the nat-
ural surroundings as a starting point for his de-
signs. He usually used symbolic forms to express 
nature’s influence on his design spirit.  Aarnio 
more straightforwardly understands the connec-
tion between the spirit of nature and his design. 
For him “there is no difference between design 
Fig.45 Garden furniture,
 by Alvar Aalto
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and nature”; “learning from life and the surroundings is a joyous experience for the de-
signer” (op. cit. Fang, 2003c, 20). His series design work bears this idea out. Although he 
uses the manmade material fiberglass, the shape of his Ball Chair and Bubble Chair are 
derived from nature. Nature resorts to a variety of ball or ball-like shapes, such as eggs, 
water drops, and soap bubbles. They are a strong shape which is made of the least amount 
of material relatively speaking. His design works bring elements of nature to the inside 
space (see Schildt, 1985, 127). 
In addition to design masters, some unknown designers deem nature the motive of 
their design works too. Being different from Aalto’s saying, they bring inside furniture to 
outdoor nature. The two outdoor chairs show the combination of design and the natural 
landscape (Fig.46). I prefer to call them sculptures because of their big size. They are almost 
two metres high, and therefore it is hard for ordinary people to climb on. I believe that the 
designer wants to express an idea through these sculptures. In my opinion, chairs always 
imply the human being who has the closest relationship with them. These two chairs might 
suggest a picture that human beings stay there, opening their minds to nature and peace-
fully being with nature. Similar sculptures of huge outdoor chair are not rare in Finland. I 
have seen them at least four times in different places by accident; for example Fig.47135. This 
phenomenon shows that they were put there intentionally.
                                                                     
Fig.46 
and 
Fig.47 
Outdoor 
sculptures
The harmony between Finnish modern furniture and its surrounding also came from de-
signers’ pursuit for harmony between furniture and the ecological environment. If it can be 
said that the former is from the designers’ consideration for beauty, then the latter is from 
attention to human safety, which is more basic and important. 
Traditionally, designers thought their area of responsibility were limited to managing 
function and form. The traditional definition of a well designed product is one that per-
forms its function successfully, is manufactured efficiently, using appropriate materials and 
techniques, is easy to use and is safe and looks attractive. However, the new demands of 
designing for minimum ecological impact now provide an idea platform. In the 1960s, en-
135 This design work was designed by Kari Korolainen.
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vironmental aesthetics was regarded as an activity for the radical fringe. Since the Declara-
tion of the United Nations Conference on the Human Environment was published in Stockholm 
in 1972, there was a growing consensus that problems affecting the environment could not 
be ignored. The new definition of good product design was to include an environmental 
consideration: “is the product designed to minimize the impact it has on the environment, 
during the whole of its life cycle” (Mackenzie, 1991, 68)? Well, design products should 
be environmentally friendly as well as user friendly. According to Kukkapuro-Enbom, in 
1993, during the worst stage of the economic recession, an interest in ecology emerged…
ecology was the buzzword in 1993-1995 (see Kukkapuro-Enbom, 2008, 70). Designers ex-
press their attitudes on ecological environment from three aspects: material choosing, ma-
terial saving and material recycling. In chapter 2, the ecological significance of material 
choosing had been discussed136, here the latter two aspects will be discussed.   
With regard the material saving, in 1998, Kukkapuro said in a seminar at Wuxi Uni-
versity of Light Industry137: “for environmentally friendly design, designers could not do 
macro control. But their attitude may be embodied in concrete design works. It is to use 
less material to make more work and produce more products, decreasing the waste and 
environmental pollution in design” (Zhou, 1999, 55). His Chinese table and Dragon Chair 
demonstrate this idea (Fig.48 and Fig.49). It must be a questionable issue: Do these pieces 
of furniture still have steady structures as they use these slim bones? To address this doubt, 
Kukkapuro said that he made careful consideration when choosing the materials, produc-
ing and considering the usage of these pieces of furniture: if these pieces of furniture will 
be sold in Western countries, the ordinary Finnish plywood or bamboo plywood will be 
used. Plywood and bamboo plywood are made using advanced processing technology, 
and their density strength is enough to make furniture with slim bones. If these pieces of 
furniture will be sold in China, traditional hardwoods will be used. Since they are very 
strong they can support people of normal weight. In fact, when I visited Yin Hongqiang’s 
furniture factory, I only found a few pieces of furniture in this series that were made of 
hardwoods. Most of them were made of bamboo plywood.  
                                          
Fig.48 and Fig.49 Chinese table and Dragon Chairs, Yrjö Kukkapuro
136 See chapter 1 (2.4.1.3).
137 Wuxi University of Light Industry was renamed as Jiangnan University in 2001.
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With regard to material recycling, during 9-13 September 2009, the Finnish Fair Cor-
poration arranged the EcoDesign Special Exhibition. It was the first international event 
of ecological furniture design in the Northern countries. Ecodesign means that environ-
mental aspects are taken into consideration when designing a product. One-third of the 
designers at the EcoDesign exhibition chose recycling as a starting point for their design 
work according to the idea that “an ecological product is manufactured, used, recycled and 
decomposed naturally” (EcoDesign, 2009, 11). Kukkapuro classified the three key elements 
in furniture design as ecology, ergonomics and aesthetics.
Nowadays, the ecological perspective is increasingly present in designers’ work. Being 
the curator of EcoDesign, Kukkapuro said: “Ecological viewpoint has become a permanent 
part in the basics of functional design. The responsibility when designing aesthetic and 
ergonomic elements must comprise ecology as well” (ibid, 13). Finnish designers show 
solicitude for the environment in a multi-faceted way. It is almost like Aalto’s where he 
“came up with the pure fantasy that the whole of Finland should be turned into a testing 
ground or laboratory for the industrialized world’s quest for the right form of living and 
for satisfactory solutions to environmental problems” (Schildt, 1991, 36). 
3.2.2  Design and manufacturing method of Ming-style furniture
3.2.2.1 Being simple and plain 
Zhuangzi138 held that “being simple is the best beauty in this world, nothing can be better 
than it” (Zhi, 1924, 95). Ming-style furniture applied this thought. However, being simple 
does not mean being monotonous. To some degree the method of being simple often pro-
duces dubious results when it is used too absolutely. If information is too simple, it does 
not attract people’s attention, because it can be taken in so easily that it leaves people’s per-
ceptive process without enough work to do. Italian architect Francesco Milizia proposed 
in the Saggio sopra l’ Architetture of 1768 that “anything must be sufficiently simple to be 
taken by the eye and sufficiently varied to be seen with pleasure” (op. cit. Gombrich, 1984, 
28). Aesthetic pleasure comes from patterns or structures which are part of the moder-
ate complexity. This opinion is similar to mine when I analysed the concise decoration of 
Chinese Ming-style furniture in chapter 2139. Gombrich had a unique idea about it. He said 
that “we prefer suggestion to representation; we have adjusted our expectation to enjoy 
the very act of guessing, of projection” (Gombrich, 1980, 326). The limited decoration on 
furniture could be a hint. The connotation which can be guessed or searched from this hint 
is uncertain. It depends on people’s different personalities and background knowledge. 
Gombrich said that “the information is measured by its degree of unexpectedness, while 
the expected becomes the redundant thing” (Gombrich, 1984, 9). Gombrich’s opinion on 
guessing reminds of the spiritual function of simple decoration in Ming-style furniture. 
This has been discussed in chapter 2140 and will be discussed furthermore in chapter 4.141 
138 Zhuangzi: 庄子 (one of the greatest Chinese ideologists, about 369-286 BC). 
139 See chapter 2 (2.2).
140 See chapter 2 (2.3.2.4).
141 See chapter 4 (4.3.2.1).
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3.2.2.2 Design for the middle and upper classes 
As the analysis goes under the title design for ordinary human life in chapter 3142, the analysis 
of the following two aspects can help to find the direction of Ming-style furniture: design 
for the middle and upper classes.  
A. cost-benefit: the simpler form of Ming-style furniture uses a higher quality of materi-
als and a more careful surface treatment. However, hardwood grows slowly. A thirty or forty 
year old Huang-hua pear tree is not big enough really to make a leg of a Ming-style table. It is 
better to use a one hundred year old Huang-hua pear tree to make the furniture. Actually, only 
a five hundred year old Huang-hua pear tree is considered adult. This is why hardwood can 
be called gold in wood. Hardwoods have been distinguished into different economic values. 
According to The Notes of Workshops and Storages of the Ministry of Works143: in 1574, 
the emperor Wanli requested 40 beds. Besides a large amount of ready high quality hard-
woods, the cost of other woods and materials totalled 31926 Liang silver144; the cost the 
craftsmen’s labour totalled 676 Liang silver (see He, Ming Dynasty, 203). Therefore, it is not 
difficult to imagine how much one bed cost. 
For purpose of comparison, I found some prices of woods in the same book145. The vol-
umes and costs of these woods were as in the following table (table 1). From this table, it is 
evident that Mesua Ferrea was more expensive than other woods. Red Sandalwood should 
also have been valuable as Mesua Ferrea, but it was not. However, it was more expensive 
than most other woods as well as Chinese fir. One piece of a Chinese fir wooden table cost 
2.6 Liang silver (see ibid, 270). 
Table 1
Wood Volume (cubic chi) price (Liang silver) unit price (for 1 cubic chi)
Chinese fir   2.3 0.5 0.22
Pine 32.2 1.6 0.05
Elm 13.6 0.7 0.05
Linden   3.1 0.2 0.06
Red Sandalwood   3.2 0.7 0.22
Mesua Ferrea   0.9 1.5 1.67
142 See chapter 3 (3.2.1.2).
143 The Notes of Workshops and Storages of the Ministry of Works (工部厂库须知) was written by He Shijin 
(何士晋) and published in 1615. This was a book about production, architecture with the producing 
standard and regulation in the Ming Dynasty. As an account book too, the prices of materials and 
labour costs and salaries were also recorded.      
144 Jin (斤), Liang (两) and Qian (钱) are Chinese weight units. In the Ming Dynasty 1 Jin equals 16 
Liang. In the Ming Dynasty, 1 Jin equals 595g nowadays. The purchasing power of 1 Liang of silver 
equals 400 or 800 RMB nowadays. 
145 The price of Chinese fir board, with a size of 6.5 Chi × 1 Chi × 3.5 Cun, was 0.5 Liang silver (He, 
Ming Dynasty, 241); the price of pine log with a length of 16 Chi and diameter of 1.6 Chi was 1.6 Liang 
Silver (ibid, 198); the price of an elm log with a length of 12 Chi and diameter of 1.2 Chi was 0.7 Liang 
silver; the price of a linden tree log with a length of 7 Chi and a diameter of 7.5 Cun was 0.2 Liang 
silver (ibid, 196). The price of a Red Sandalwood log with a length of 10 Chi and diameter of 2 Chi was 
0.7 Liang silver; Mesua Ferrea log with the size of length 5 Chi and perimeter 1.5 Chi, was 1.5 Liang 
silver (ibid, 89).
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Furthermore, prices from everyday life may show the basic living expenses. For example: 
carp cost 0.024 Liang silver for 1 Jin (see Gao, 2008, 50); mushroom cost 0.35 Liang silver 
for 1 Jin; 1 piece of cucumber cost 0.01 Liang silver; cooking oil cost 0.06 for 1 Jin; salt cost 
0.007 Liang silver for 1 Jin (see ibid, 49); and clean cotton cost 0.05 Liang silver for 1 Jin (see 
He, Ming Dynasty, 244).
But did people have the corresponding salary? For example: a carpenter could earn 
0.06 Liang silver after he made a Drum Stool (see ibid, 92) and for making a cabinet 0.11 
Liang silver (see ibid, 274); a factory guard could earn 7.2 Liang silver per year (see ibid, 
149) while a porter earned 11 Liang silver per year (see ibid, 122). According to The Account 
Book of Wanli Period of the Ming Dynasty, there were 18 levels of government officials. For 
example, officials on the highest level had a salary of 226 Liang silver per year; officials on 
the ninth level had salary 44 Liang silver per year; and those on the eighteenth level had a 
salary 20 Liang silver per year (see Zhang, Ming Dynasty, 939-942). 
The data from these archives shows that there was a great disparity of social distribu-
tion between different social levels in the Ming Dynasty; people had different purchasing 
powers. After comparing the basic living expenses and salaries of different people, it is not 
difficult to see how expensive the Ming-style furniture was. This is why He Shijin said that 
the 40 beds, which are mentioned above, cost too much (see He, Ming Dynasty, 203)!
What are the prices of hardwoods currently? According to the CCTV146 programme 
Economic Half-hour on the 7 April, 2011, the current price of Vietnamese Huang-hua Pear 
Wood is reaching 4,199,000 Yuan per ton, which is equivalent to almost 466,000 euro; A-
grade Red Sandalwood with a 1.5-2 meter length, 0.13-0.14 meter diameter is more than 
700,000 Yuan (about 80,000 euro) per ton; A-grade Huang-hua Pear Wood with a 2-3 meter 
length, 0.2-0.4 meter diameter is 13,000-16,000 Yuan (about 1,500-1,700 euro) per ton; and 
A-grade Chicken-wing Wood with a 2-3 meter length, 0.2-0.3 meter diameter is 5,000 Yuan 
per ton (about 560 euro). Today the prices of hardwoods are going up continuously. In the 
Spring of 2013, Yin Hongqiang told me that the Hainan Huang-hua Pear Wood is 8, 500, 000 
Yuan per ton and that Red Sandalwood is 1, 000, 000 Yuan per ton (Yin, personal communi-
cation, 24.3.2013). With regard to the making process, all the graving work was handmade; 
and the cost of labour was huge: currently a good craftsman could be paid 300,000 Yuan 
per year, more than 30,000 euro. 
In Ming-style furniture, purity is costly. From the viewpoint of art, Ming-style furniture 
pursued absolute excellence of the simple form; from the viewpoint of society, Ming-style 
furniture represents the economic strength and quality of life of the upper class. 
B. mobility: after researching novels of the Ming Dynasty, such as Jin Ping Mei147, History 
of the Ming Dynasty148, paintings and illustrations in scripts of drama, Zhu Jiajin described 
the layout of the interior space of the typical Ming-style house: in the middle of the sit-
ting room, there was a screen. A big space was left in front of the screen to set tables and 
chairs and other furniture according to needs; the Cross-leg Chair was movable. Only big 
sized tables and cabinets were fixed in a certain place (see Zhu, 2004, 28-29). However, in 
the Ming Dynasty, moving furniture was not usual. Certain furniture was used in certain 
146 CCTV: China Central Television.
147 Jin Ping Mei (金瓶梅): a novel in the Ming Dynasty.
148 History of the Ming Dynasty (明史): was edited by Zhang Tingyu (张廷玉). It was the last book of 
Chinese Twenty-Four Histories, which recorded history from 1368 to 1644.
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places, almost impossible to be moved. It was not only due to the different functions ac-
cording to ergonomic requirements, but also because of the spiritual need of the feudal 
ethical code. Mencius (372-289 BC) said that “although (they) have good eye sight and 
skill, people cannot draw standard square and circular objects without ruler and compass” 
(Mencius, 1937, Vol.7, 53). Later the ruler and compass in this sentence became metaphors 
for the standards and rules of behaviour. Chinese people emphasised doing certain things 
in certain places with specific furniture. People deem these formats as part of the required 
daily ritual and a symbol of identity and status. Therefore, every piece of Ming-style furni-
ture has a distinct function. For example, chairs can be sorted into the Rose Chair (Fig.50) 
in the study, the Official’s Hat Chair in the living room, the Girl’s Chair in the bedroom 
used by women, the Drum Stool in the garden, and even the Luohan Couch to suit people’s 
half-sitting position. Tables have been sorted in detail also. In addition to some of the ones 
mentioned above, there is even the Chess Table specifically for playing chess (Fig.51, Pu, 
1999, 252). Objectively, heavy materials are not conducive to being moved, and exquisite 
handcrafts are not allowed to be moved frequently. People appreciated and valued them as 
much as they did jade. Although Ming-style furniture was movable, it was seldom moved. 
Although the tenon-and-mortise structure can be assembled repeatedly, very few such cas-
es actually occurred. Traditionally, people prefer to lead a calm and prudent life through 
Ming-style furniture rather than the modern fast-food lifestyle.
                                             
Fig.50 Rose Chair                                               Fig.51 Chess Table        
3.2.2.3 Manual production
It was impossible for Ming-style furniture to get any inspiration from Ruskin, but they 
shared some ideas. In Ming-style furniture, every component was made by hand. Ming-
style furniture was also art, which not only referred to the carved decorations, but also to 
the hand making process. As a result, according to Ecke’s record, most cross-sections of 
cylindrical shape looked a little bit like an elliptical, since craftsmen relied on visual judg-
ment and hand working. Further, to pursue integrity, many curved structures in Ming-
style furniture were carved by hand and tools from particularly large size materials (see 
Ecke, 1991, 31).
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Although the carpentry tools developed rapidly in the Ming Dynasty, they were still 
hands tools. In craftsmen’s minds, the concept of machine did not exist. This was related to 
the level of technological development and also to people’s viewpoints of that time. Li Yu’s 
idea may be representative: “the creator is a talented person” (Li, 1992, 105). He could not 
imagine other concepts to replace the human being as a metaphor of the creator.  He placed 
the human being as the fundamental motivator, the greatest one.
3.2.2.4 Being harmonious with the surroundings 
From the view of technical harmony, Fang Hai believes that the tenon-and-mortise struc-
ture in Chinese traditional architecture and furniture was the foundation of the overall 
Chinese ancient design (Fang & Jing, 2011, 14). Yang Yao considers that:
Generally, architecture is the exterior while the furniture is the interior. Furniture is an or-
ganic component of the interior of architecture. The interior area should be calculated and 
decided according to the dimensions of furniture, while the dimensions, proportions outline 
and temper of furniture must be consistent with the need of human sizes and movements. 
(Yang, 2002, 43)
Vice versa, “people managed layout of furniture according to the size, function and layout 
of the certain building” (see Liu, 1998, 347-349).
The discussions above deal with considerations about the technology. Now, I would 
like to analyse the same topic from the viewpoint of visual harmony. In northern China, 
the typical residential style is the Quadrangle (Fig.52, Webpage, Baidu). In central China, 
especially in Jiangsu province where Suzhou is located, and the Anhui province, the An-
hui style house is the popular dwelling. Both northern and southern houses are square 
and symmetric, having a basic composition. They comprise interior spaces or halls and 
an open-roofed exterior space or courtyards surrounded by a retaining wall. In detail, the 
quadrangle is composed of a courtyard surrounded by four halls: a main hall facing south 
with wings appended to the left and right sides, an opposing hall facing north, and lateral 
halls facing East and West. Each hall is a unit with three rooms: a central living room and 
two private rooms or bedrooms on each side. The central room of the main hall is where 
the family ancestors are worshipped and ceremonial events such as weddings or funerals 
are held. In other times, the central room of the main hall serves as the living space for the 
head of the family and his wife, and surpasses all the other halls in its strong Confucian 
patriarchal atmosphere (see Inaji, 1998, 83-84). So, these traditional Chinese buildings 
brought about the symmetrical layout of Ming-style furniture (Fig.53, Liu, 1998, 349). This 
idea has existed for a long time: customarily and mentally, people had this tendency when 
they manage the layout for their houses and furniture. 
In order to meet human needs, most of the time furniture with a symmetric shape is 
necessary. But the symmetric layout does not come from the basic functional requirement. 
However, in nature, although straight lines and geometric forms are rare, the symmetric 
form which has a great geometric character is God’s favourite. In the symmetric form fish 
can swim, birds can fly, and people can walk freely. People obtained a basic ability from the 
natural symmetry: the sense of balance. Gombrich said in the preface of the second edition 
of The Sense of Order that “there is a sense of order, it is expressed in all of the design style, 
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and I believe its root is in the gene of human being”. In addition, he said that “one of the 
most elementary manifestations of our sense of order is our sense of balance, which tells 
us what is up and down in relation to gravitation and therefore to our perceived environ-
ment” (Gombrich, 1984, 1). Chen Wangheng says that “a concept of formal beauty, sym-
metry, is forming gradually as people feel the sorts of symmetries in nature. Then being 
guided by the concept, people evaluate formal beauty of other things and create beautiful 
form consciously or unconsciously” (Chen, 2002b, 78). There is an observable predilection 
in our perception for simple configurations: we will tend to see such regularities rather 
than random shapes in the chaotic world. People desire to emulate order and symmetry 
in their works. 
Ease of perception must be coupled with ease of construction. Generally, Ming-style 
furniture was settled as a group, including one table two same chairs at both sides, or 
several tables all the same matched by several chairs all the same at each side, striving to 
be a strict uniform. They looked serene or even great. Pairs of objects in the way of sym-
metry repeat and echo the shape of each other, and can integrate trivial visual elements, 
catching them efficiently. Then, the method of symmetry can simplify the complex, mak-
ing it easy to identify. In the traditional Chinese style room, walls, floors and furniture 
were basically in the original colour of wood, brick or stone. The colour distinction is not 
strong. But it is not difficult to identify Ming-style furniture in a room. The main reason 
for this was because furniture was displayed in symmetry. This allows sets of Ming-style 
furniture stand out in the interior space with a position of authority that cannot ignored. 
This is done so that the viewer may get a steady and orderly visual feeling to appreciate 
the subtle beauty of fine details in furniture. Besides this, the central axis of symmetric 
form offers an attractive part since it is the only area which is not repeated in the array. 
As Gombrich said:
The cherry in the center of the cake is very much a cherry. …We take it for granted that in a 
ceremony the important personage will be in the center, flanked by figures whose identity or 
dignity is less important and mainly serves to enhance that of the protagonist. (Gombrich, 
1984, 156) 
Fig.52 Typical Chinese residential      Fig.53 The layout of house and furniture in the
style: Quadrangle       Ming and Qing dynasties
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The central part of symmetry receives more attention and can be recalled better than other 
elements. This central part was always left for the head of the family to highlight his authority.
As for the outdoor surroundings, I would like to introduce a unique building style by 
using Toshirö Inaji’s words: 
In larger yuanlin (gardens), Simianting are predominant. This building style comprises an 
open interior space surrounded by a variety of lattice-work doors-some large, others long and 
narrow-without any solid walls. It has open walkways all around, creating an uninhibited 
space that offers a view on each of the four sides. (Inaji, 1998, 111) 
The purpose of Simianting is to merge the inside and outside environments as a harmoni-
ous whole, making people come into contact with nature as much as possible without leav-
ing their seats. They illustrated that people tried to let their gardens become a sphere away 
from the functional and mundane, a real-life version of an ideal world or “unworldly” 
realms, as Toshirö Inaji called them (see ibid, 128). The fan-shape pavilion in Zhuo Zheng 
Yuan garden149 is a Simianting style building, with a romantic name: Whom (I) Sit with. 
Literati should know the answer: moon and breeze. The atmosphere of being in nature was 
showed off. In this kind of building, furniture of was also of course of a natural taste. For 
example, the Drum Stool could be made from ceramic to pursue the feeling of stone, and 
the surface of tables could be inlayed by marble with natural veins.     
Although Ming-style furniture was in harmony with the surrounding, it held a com-
plex attitude towards the ecological environment. On the one hand, there was no concept 
of ecological protection in the era of Ming-style furniture. As was discussed in chapter 2, 
the predatory logging caused irreparable damage to nature150. It made Ming-style furniture 
a negative example of environmental protection. On the other hand, since it was affected 
by Taoism, scholars had a strong feeling of being close to nature. They believed that if 
people keep in harmony with nature, nature will always be there for them151. It seems that 
there was a paradox: people in the Ming and Qing dynasties knew they should be in har-
mony with nature and delivered this idea in furniture design, but they did not realise that 
they should implement this idea in their behaviour to protect nature. It could be said that 
because of the limitations of the time, people did not have the ability to imagine the result 
of predatory logging, and thus hurting nature inadvertently. 
However, with regard to material saving, Ming-style furniture embodied the idea with 
Kukkapuro holds: to use less material, to make more work and produce more products. In 
the making of Ming-style furniture craftsmen saved woods like they were gold since they 
were really very valuable. The wood left over from making big components could not be 
used to make any big parts in the furniture so it was used for making home decorations of 
a small size with delicate carving. 
Another advantage in producing Ming-style furniture was that it was good at material 
recycling. Craftsmen and customers would never throw away the wood from old furni-
ture. They can be used in making new pieces of Ming-style furniture. Due to the use of high 
149 Zhuo Zheng Yuan garden (拙政园) was built in the Ming Dynasty in Suzhou, and is still intact cur-
rently. 
150 See chapter 2 (2.4.1.3).
151 See chapter 4 (4.2.2).
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quality hardwood, Ming-style furniture can exist for a very long time. Having a long lifes-
pan is one of the characters of environmentally friendly furniture. If used properly, Ming-
style furniture can be seen as a piece of heritage passed along generations for hundreds of 
years. If it was not for the Land Reform Movement152 and the Cultural Revolution, there 
would be more pieces of Ming-style furniture existing nowadays. The Ming-style furniture 
that still exists, although very rare, is still in good condition. 
3.3  prELiMinAry suMMAry
As what I have done in chapter 2, the table below (table 2) draws an outline for the com-
parison in this chapter, making the outcome directly perceived through the sense.
For designers, forming a design principle is a complicated process. It includes various 
influences from different sources. In his article Motifs from the Past (1922), Aalto said that “if we 
look back and regard how artists of earlier times have boldly dared to be international yet true 
to themselves, we may go ahead and bravely borrow ideas from ancient Italy, Spain or Coloni-
al America” (Aalto, 1922, 25). These sources contributed much nutrition for designer’s careers. 
Although the design principle of Organic Functionalism takes influences from a broad 
field, the most important source should be the National Romantic Movement which 
strengthened national culture by supporting Finnish modern furniture to keep its unique 
traditional spirit in the design fashion of Modernism. The design principle of Ming-style 
furniture of Artistic Pragmatism came from the Enlightenment, which modified Chinese 
national cultural thinking. The two kinds of design principles appear quite similar with 
characteristics of being human, functional and organic. 
From the previous comparison it can be seen that the organic material and organic 
form in Finnish modern furniture have been embodied in Ming-style furniture through 
its woods, curved shapes and tenon-and-mortise structures. The process of hand making 
Ming-style furniture and the communication between craftsmen and literati reflected the 
organic productive process which is in Finnish modern furniture.
Organic space could be seen in the harmonious relationships between the two 
kinds of furniture and architecture as well as their surroundings. The two relationships 
brought two different atmospheres. Generally being a stereotyped form, the symmetry in 
Ming-style furniture lacks the necessary changes, having a calm and even depressed at-
mosphere, but it became an object of reference for detecting the delicate details from the 
rules. Accordingly, these details awoke people to the designer’s pursuit of diversity. Actu-
ally, Ming-style furniture has a hidden dynamic sense. To appreciate its steady beauty, peo-
ple must cherish a quiet but rich inner world. Compared with Ming-style furniture, except 
churches and other large public places, the layout of Finnish modern furniture does not 
use symmetric placement. The indoor atmospheres are more active than it was in Ming-
style room. The emotions of Finnish people are influenced strongly by the climate. Due to 
the long and dark winter months, people desire a warm and lively living space. Furniture 
layout and colour treatment are designed as easily and casually as possible. 
152 Land Reform Movement (土改运动): an economical movement happened during 1950 and 1953. In 
this movement many landlords lost their house and land, including high quality furniture. The gov-
ernment assigned those properties to poor people.
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Table 2
items Main similarities description
finnish 
modern furniture
chinese 
Ming-style furniture
Back-
ground 
of design 
principle
· based on own 
culture
· absorbed new 
ideas from
- other cultures, or,
- the reformation of 
own culture
· National Romantic 
Movement 
· Neo-classicism
- Art Nouveau, 
- Historicistic trend
- Normal Classicism
- Folkloristic trend 
- Light Classicism.
· Enlightenment
- critical spirit
- being secular 
- scientific spirit
Design 
principle
· being human 
· being functional 
· being organic 
· Organic Functionalism · Artistic Pragmatism
Characters 
of design 
principle
- organic material 
- organic form
- organic space 
- organic wholeness 
- organic productive 
process
- pragmatism on function 
- finesse on manual skill
Design and 
manu-
facturing 
method
· being simple and 
plain
· manual production
· being harmonious 
with surrounding 
· being simple and plain
· for ordinary human life
- unexpensive
- being moved freely
· manual and mass 
production
· being harmonious with 
- surrounding, and,
- ecological environment 
through the ways of ma-
terial choosing, mate-
rial saving and material 
recycling.
·being simple and plain 
· for middle and upper classes 
- expensive
- did not be moved often
· manual production
· being harmonious with sur-
rounding 
· being not harmonious 
with ecological environment 
through the way of material 
choosing.
Organic wholeness is demonstrated in the two kinds of furniture to a big extent. The con-
cept of Organic wholeness was the outcome of Greek culture. When comparing ancient 
Greek art and Egyptian art, Emma Brunner-Traut pointed out that in their sculptures and 
paintings, the Egyptians made all parts one by one and never saw the human body as 
an organic whole; while the Greeks started to see the human body as an organic whole-
ness. There is a functional relationship in every part of the body. Researchers even found 
medical evidence: Egyptians only found disease in certain parts of human body, while 
the Greeks noticed the relationship between all parts of the body. The concept of organic 
wholeness had a far-reaching impact on European art (see Gao, 2009, 224). It is notable that 
in modern Finland, designers have the same awareness of Greek artists.
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Chinese traditional medicine also understands the human body as an organic whole. 
As such, the diagnoses made and treatment used by traditional Chinese medicine are 
made by doctors from a dialectical perspective. Anyway, the organic concept in Chinese 
traditional Medicine is only one part of the Chinese organic worldview. Then the study of 
Ming-style furniture could not be limited to the aspects of design and production. Both 
kinds of furniture look simple, but they are not simple in their inner cultures. The aspects 
of cultural meaning should be researched. Discussion on this topic is the task of chapter 4. 
When it comes to being functional, there is quite a lot that needs to be discussed about 
the relationship between form and function. Being functional means “being in good func-
tion” and also means “form follows function”. In my data, there are two different types 
of design. One is aesthetic design. It has a naturally positive relationship with people. 
For example, Aarnio’s Screw Table has a visual attraction, but not a special practical func-
tion which is different from an ordinary table. This good relationship even makes people 
more tolerant of design problems. So aesthetic designs look easier to use and have a higher 
probability of being chosen, as Joseph Brodsky, the Russian writer’s view that: “before 
we become ethical beings, we are first aesthetic beings. The identification and enjoyment 
of beauty is the ground for ethical values” (op. cit. Pallasmaa, 2012a, 6). The other type 
is functionalist design. It helps users have a more positive view toward the forms even 
though they are not accepted by users on first sight, because as Juhani Pallasmaa quotes 
from the Argentine writer and poet Jorge Luis Borges’s words: 
The taste of the apple […] lies in the contact of the fruit with the palate, not in the fruit 
itself; in a similar way […] poetry lies in the meeting of poem and reader, not in the 
lines of symbols printed on the page of a book. What is essential is the aesthetic, the 
thrill, the almost physical emotion that comes with each reading. (op. cit. Pallasmaa, 
2012b, 17) 
Here is an interesting example of how form and function affect users. Almost everybody 
doubts whether the Cantilever Chair can bear a person’s weight. The form of the chair 
makes it hard for the user to believe in its function. In general, with regard to furniture, 
the sense of beauty basically comes from the users’ confidence in the safety and comfort 
of the furniture’s structure. So the Cantilever Chair is not beautiful at first sight. Finally, 
users were convinced by Aalto’s technology. When a person becomes used to enjoying this 
comfortable chair, it also becomes a very beautiful design work, inviting one’s eyes as well 
as body. This is what Kant meant by saying that “the pleasure of happiness is combined 
with benefit” (Kant, 2002, 40). 
For users, with regard a piece of furniture, form is the first information they come 
across. The first impressions of the user influence their attitude toward the furniture and 
affect their images of how they will be treated by this furniture. For a long time in decora-
tion history, the aesthetic factor was often isolated from the functional one. It was thought 
that a product can be improved by adding decoration with formalistic games. William 
Morris153 believed that “an object like a chair, which could be both of those, must obviously 
153 William Morris (1834-1896): a painter and  designer, the pioneer of the English Art and Crafts Move-
ment.
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outrank a mere work of art, which could only be one” (op. cit. Barker, 1977, 173). He dis-
tinguished design from art. Design has its practical social responsibility, which must be 
carried on by its function. Wegner comments on this topic by saying: “What distinguishes 
design from art is that the former is always to solve a problem by creating a tool that is a 
good tool for the user” (op. cit. Bernsen, 1995, 100). In design when we talk about form 
of furniture, we cannot only think of it in isolation. It should be discussed with function, 
and vice versa. What Aalto objected to is the isolation of the various factors involved in 
design: 
Starting with a financial estimate, then considering functional and constructional aspects, 
adding on artistic decoration, then adapting the whole concoction. If good product can be pro-
duced like this, all that is needed is a detailed handbook, a series of rules anyone can apply with 
a modicum of attentiveness. (op. cit. Schildt, 1991, 36) 
Instead, he believed that “beauty is the harmony of function and form” (op. cit. Jetsonen & 
Lahti, 2005, 21). But often, by improving the function and production technique of a prod-
uct, designers are not always able to reach a good aesthetic result; designs that help people 
perform optimally are often not the same as the designs that people find most desirable. 
This problem has always been a headache for designers.
In modern designers’ mind, form should follow function and construction (see Byars, 
1994, 11). Here, Gombrich’s words illustrate how “form follows function”:
To produce a perfect pearl the oyster needs some piece of matter, a sand corn or a small splinter 
round which the pearl can form. Without such a hard core it may grow into a shapeless mass. 
If the artist’s feelings for forms and colours are to crystallize in a perfect work, he, too, needs 
such a hard core-a definite task on which he can bring his gifts to bear. (Gombrich, 1978, 472) 
Function is the core and purpose of a design task; without it, outside appearance is non-
sense in design. Function has the final say and as Wegner comments, “a chair is only fin-
ished when someone sits in it” (op. cit. Bernsen, 1995, 100).
Generally, both Finnish modern furniture and Ming-style furniture obey the rule of 
“form follows function”. It can be interpreted in two ways: descriptive interpretation or 
prescriptive interpretation. The former believes beauty results from purity of function and 
the absence of ornamentation, while the latter believes that aesthetic considerations in de-
sign should be secondary to functional considerations.  
Descriptive interpretation was adopted by Functionalism. Kukkapuro maintained that 
the level of aesthetics will emerge naturally as soon as you set down the problems from func-
tion and ergonomics. Kukkapuro said that “if the function of a design was met fully, then the 
aesthetics are always there” (op. cit. Fang, 2001a, 12). His opinion was supported by Wegner 
who said that “a well-though-out construction can be its own decoration” (op. cit. Bernsen, 
1995, 91). Kukkapuro’s Karuselli Chair is a classical example of Functionalism. If users feel 
comfortable, any shape of furniture is acceptable or, at least, is possible. The first step or 
primary requirement in the creative process and production is to find a solution to technical 
and ergonomic problems, even if these aspects are not the interesting part of the process. 
Furniture is dictated by the shape of our body, the needs of convenience. This effort is simi-
129
lar to the principle of Ockham’s razor154. It “given a choice between functionally equivalent 
designs, the simplest design should be selected” (Lidwell et al. 2003, 142). It was even the 
starting point of modern science in philosophy. Galileo Galilei and Isaac Newton held al-
most the same opinion that: “in great nature if a thing can be done by using fewer materials, 
nature never does it by using more materials. Otherwise, it is a waste” (op. cit. He, 2007, 166).
On the other hand, form may have some free action in the scope of tolerance in func-
tion, and support function. This is the design of prescriptive interpretation. When talking 
about the importance of form, Aalto said in 1968 that “form must be a logical, cohesive 
force. If the form has no logical connection with the everyday or festive purpose the build-
ing is to serve, it will suffer and lose its meaning” (op. cit. Schildt, 1991, 36). Wassily Kand-
insky once said: “Letters act as practical and useful signs, but also as pure form and inner 
melody” (Smith, 2005, no page). Chinese calligraphy is a typical example of this idea: orna-
mental function is sometimes even more important than its ideographic function.  
In the 1980s, a colourful face appeared in the design field because the ideological and 
political influence was decreasing; the economic and cultural effect still had influence. The 
emphasis on form has been supported by theory. Although being a firm functionalist, Kuk-
kapuro had a period of compromise with regard to decoration due to influence from Post-
modernism which was prevalent at that time. He did not think it was enough that form 
only comes from functional concerns, and slowly moved away from the purely functional 
thinking and concentrated more on aesthetics and art. He took colours and decorative 
forms into his designs. His works of the Experiment collection belong to this period, for 
example the Free Form Chair (Fig.54). In my eyes, they were not a successful experiment. 
There are some unnecessary raw colours, curved lines and strange shapes which are for 
catching people’s eyes, but which make the structure look lost. These naïve and affected 
decorations and the function are not an organic whole. When comparing, the Free Form 
Chair with the Ming-style Spring Bench155 (Fig.55, Pu, 1999, 225), it can be seen that in the 
latter the construction and decoration enter into an even more intimate marriage because 
the making of the support and the making of ornament coincide with each other. Kukka-
puro once said: “When I talk about Postmodernism, I do not mean diagonals, triangles and 
wavelike lines which are stuck on the surface of furniture. What I refer to is the delicate 
expressive way in design” (Fang & Tang, 1998a, 57). He tries to endow Postmodernism 
with fundamental significance. However, he put forward this idea, but in his Experiment 
collection he did not consider it as successful as this Spring Bench did. 
Aarnio describes his design process by saying that “I have the vision of the form, then 
the function. First comes the feeling, then the shape, then I think: is this really possible? If 
yes, then I continue. The shape has to be comfortable; I always begin with that” (op. cit. 
Scally, 2008, 12). Aarnio’s Savoy Chair (1993, Fig.56, Fang, 2003c, 223) is a  good example 
here. Aarnio used curved plywood as the front legs. These were different from Aalto’s 
curved lines for bearing structure. The lines in Aarnio’s Savoy Chairs are only for soft vis-
ual perception without any real for function. They did not disturb the function but per-
formed in the possible space, giving more beauty to the chair. These chairs demonstrated 
how aesthetics and function interact.
154 See chapter 3 (3.2.1.1).
155 Spring Bench: 春凳 (chun deng).
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Fig.54 Free Form Chair,  Fig.55 Spring Bench           Fig.56 Savoy Chair,
 by Yrjö Kukkapuro           by Eero Aarnio  
               
Generally speaking, Kukkapuro is a functionalist and Aarnio a romantic. But the interest-
ing thing is that they designed their own house in ways which are obviously different 
from their normal design styles. Kukkapuro’s house was built in 1968. He used the spirit 
of freedom of nature in the design. It is almost self-formed from nature with an organic 
form and gave people a romantic visual feeling. Aarnio’s house was built in 1980, and 
is full of characters of a rationalist’s design and construction language. To some extent, 
this phenomenon shows the objective attitudes of the two designers. When considering on 
form and function, they want to keep the advantages of both the form and function. They 
did not stubbornly see their personal interests as the starting point of design, and in each 
case carried them out without choosing. This, as Aarnio has done, is a good adjustment of 
Functionalism’s concept of “form follows function”. Aarnio gave form a large degree of 
freedom, but he does not think there exists a contradiction between Functionalism and his 
romantic design. He believes that by considering form some new ideas can be found with 
regard to function and vice versa (see Fang & Jing, 2012a, 52). Design requires a careful 
combination of the requirements of forms and function. Regardless of how form is empha-
sised, in design function should always be of more importance. 
As early as the Ming Dynasty, this dialectical thinking existed in Ming-style furniture. 
Li Yu held that: “the most important thing in design is its fastness, after achieving this 
purpose, the appearance quality of design work could be purchased” (Li, 1992, 164) and 
“no matter whether it is rough and elegant, for a house, it should have the basic function 
to protect people from wind and rain” (ibid, 159). These opinions showed Li Yu paid much 
attention to the rational function and structure in design. Although he believed function 
should be the first requirement in design, there is a prominent tendency in social fashion: 
to have an artistic life (see Luo, 1997, 37). As a result, refined decorations were put in prop-
er corners in Ming-style furniture. Looking at Ming-style furniture superficially, one must 
think the delicate beauty of form got more weight than function since some functional de-
tails of Ming-style furniture are not obvious, although they are very useful. However, after 
being used, it turns out that its function is also very nice. That is why Ming-style furniture 
is deemed a practical art, or artistic furniture.
In the statement of “form follows function”, if I can say the descriptive interpretation 
is the basic level, then the prescriptive interpretation is the advanced level as is shown in 
131
Kukkapuro’s saying “the delicate expressive way in design”. In descriptive interpretation, 
there might not be any room for extra decoration; in prescriptive interpretation, there is 
the belief that the decoration might be improper as in Kukkapuro’s Experiment collection. 
Anyway, there is an opportunity for designers to consider something about pure visual 
and spiritual enjoyment. For example, in Ming-style furniture, most part of the decoration 
is the function exactly. They are not only connections between different pieces of structure; 
they even combined in the whole body of a piece of furniture. In my interview, to answer 
the question, “Which aspect do you emphasise in your design, physical enjoyment or spir-
itual enjoyment”? Kari Virtanen said without thinking the following: “Spirit enjoyment, 
but it is based on the satisfied function” (Virtanen, personal communication, 6.5.2014). His 
expression is even more advanced than the prescriptive interpretation which cares for vis-
ual and spiritual factors in design as the second purpose. In Fig.57 the tables embody the 
idea of prescriptive interpretation through their curved edge lines. Firstly, these lines make 
the visual feeling rich; then, they divide the personal spaces clearly. 
Although the two kinds of furniture have simi-
lar ideas behind their design principles, the main 
difference between the two is the different target 
groups. Choosing material is the first step of furni-
ture making. It can be seen as the starting point of 
the design plan. After researching the materials, it 
is clear that the roots of Finnish modern furniture 
lie in the ordinary people while the roots of Ming-
style furniture lie in the elites. They focused on dif-
ferent points. 
For modern designers with democratic think-
ing, the goal of Functionalism is to create standard 
mass-produced furniture which the ordinary peo-
ple could afford. If we consider it from the view-
point of a pure design which emphasises the broad 
sense of human needs but nothing about social 
classes, I hold that Ming-style furniture had also 
a democratic consciousness. Ming-style furniture 
cared about human needs in a physical and psy-
chological way. As Aalto said: 
Truly functionalist architecture must be functional primarily from the human point of view. 
If we look more closely at the progress of human life, we find that technology is only an aid 
and not a final and independent phenomenon in itself. Technical functionalism cannot achieve 
ultimate architecture. (Aalto, 1940, 113) 
Aalto’s opinion includes all people’s psychological needs as human beings, not only those 
of ordinary people. 
Another difference between the two kinds of furniture is the manufacturing method. 
For some people it is intolerable to see some so-called art works which are made by ma-
chine if the batch production process is inevitable in making the structure of furniture. For 
Fig.57 Tables, meeting room of Huhmari 
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example, in modern society we have seen too many works of embroidery and engravings 
are made by machine or the new versions of famous classical paintings are made by print-
ing. Every item may be recognised as a mass product. They are totally the same even down 
to the details but lack any expression of human emotion, including the small mistakes in 
the original works which were made by hand in the manufacturing process. Ruskin re-
belled against this mechanical standard of excellence. To him they looked dead and turned 
men into machines. He did not deny that: 
It was possible for men to turn themselves into machines, and to reduce their labor to the ma-
chine level; but so long as men work as men, putting their heart into what they do, and doing 
their best, it matters not how bad workmen they may be, there will be that in the handing which 
is above all price. (Ruskin, 1849, 141) 
With regard to appreciating a manmade work there is a Chinese saying that “it is as good 
as almost the Creator’s work”. Human beings could not aspire to rival the beauty of God’s 
creation, and so the only justification for looking at human handwork was that it be seen to 
be human, the creation of a created being, from an individual soul. We even can see from a 
product whether it was made with enjoyment or not; whether the carver was happy while 
he was making it. Although the relative documents have not been found, I have made 
speculation based on the theory of Ruskin: he would have expressed great appreciation for 
Ming-style furniture. 
Wholly producing a design work through handcraft is not suitable in modern times. 
But Ruskin did bring attention about a vital problem: What is the kinship between manual 
and mass production in modern times? Although Finland has a long tradition in hand-
crafts, some parts such as elements or detailed decorations which are necessarily need 
handcraft have been abandoned in most modern furniture since they are hard to be made 
in mass production. Having no extra decorations in Finnish modern furniture objectively 
limits the appearance of art by machines. It also limits the aristocratic tendency of furniture 
that was a result of using handmade decoration, as Kirmo Mikkola said: “The arts and 
crafts exhibitions of the ‘20s aimed at ‘educating’ the middle classes towards simpler and 
less pretentious tastes” (Mikkola, 1985, 65). Since abandoning all decorative details is too 
absolute, in producing a combination of machine and manual work are used to express a 
warm tactual sense, such as Aaltos’s Y legs. Or, furniture made by machine but with an 
organic form, giving users the feeling of life, such as is seen in Aarnio’s Bubble Chair. It is 
the advantage of democratic thinking. Gregor Paulsson emphatically declared: “Objects 
produced by industry will develop greater beauty since industry civilization as a whole is 
doing so” (op. cit. Mikkola, 1985, 65). I believe this “greater beauty” not only means beauty 
of art, but means democratic luster. 
In spite of these differences between the two kinds of furniture, the general similar 
design principles make them easily recognised. An interesting phenomenon is that Finn-
ish modern furniture has a relatively concrete design principle with a certain definition, 
but there are various forms according to different designers’ different understandings on 
this design principle. It is because the definition of this design principle is relatively wide-
ranging. It could be presented in more than one way. This makes Finnish designers have 
a high degree of personal identification such as Aalto with his undulating form. Whether 
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it is furniture, construction or glassware, his undulating shape became his trademark like 
the meaning of his name. Aarnio’s animate form is more easily identified. Although there 
is no symbolic form in Kukkapuro’s furniture, abstractly, the high rational spirit conveyed 
by his works is his character. Being easy identifiable is a big advantage in business society, 
which shows a designer’s authority. Even the same designer likes to repeat and modify 
his inspiration till a specific result is achieved. With regard to the continuity of furniture 
design, Aalto believed that one kind of design could not be perfect at the beginning, and 
could be improved or changed to cater to the needs of the different tastes of people. In 1968 
Aalto said in a lecture: 
The old Rationalism was partly negative: away with the old idiom. This was thought to be 
enough. It is not. A new form must appear instead, a form which will suit today’s life-and 
tomorrow’s too, if possible. This form can only be based on the study of patterns of human 
behavior, biodynamics; but it must also address the human psyche. (op. cit. Schildt, 1991, 38) 
While Ming-style furniture had an abstract design principle, which almost could be called 
a thinking style of design, it had a steady and symbolic form. This is because the Chinese 
favoured living in groups and being good at communication. This kind of life condition 
meant people held similar life and world views. In addition, the social status had risen rela-
tively, but for craftsmen, it was not very popular to leave their names on their products. This 
left designers and workers with a lack of awareness of commercial competition, despite the 
emergence of an embryo of Capitalism in the Ming Dynasty. This situation did not encour-
age design innovation in a personal way in furniture design. Furthermore, in contrast to 
Finnish modern furniture, Ming-style furniture can no longer be modified due to belonging 
to the past. It was mentioned in chapter 1 that there are strict criteria for defining Ming-style 
furniture such as the materials, style, period and area156. Therefore, Ming-style furniture had 
a high degree of group identification, displaying the face of collective heroism. 
However, the spirit of Ming-style furniture is still carried on by some modern design-
ers. They are trying to transform the Ming-style furniture to adapt to the new fashion of 
the time. Since 1996, Tian Jiaqing, the designer and researcher has been trying to bring 
the traditional idea of Ming-style furniture into modern furniture design. In the following 
5 years (1996-2001), he had designed a series of furniture named “Ming Yun”157, which 
absorbs the essence of spirit and visual characters of Ming-style furniture, embodying the 
refined production skills of Ming-style furniture. Later his series of “Jiaqing Products” was 
a significant exploration on New-Chinesism. In his furniture, he uses a tenon-and-mortise 
structure in relative modern forms.
In The Fifth China International Furniture Fair which was held in Shanghai in 1999, the 
furniture design work named “Ming-concept”, which was designed by Wu Mingguang, 
won the gold medal. This design caused different responses. Some people thought it was 
a destructing and restructuring of elements of Ming-style furniture based on modern tech-
niques, a new furniture style. Others thought it excessively used aesthetic embellishment, 
but lost the character of non-pretension in Ming-style furniture. Some people even think that 
156 See chapter 1 (1.1.2).
157 Ming Yun (明韵): the spirit and rhythm of Ming-style furniture.
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the “Ming-concept” was a failed attempt. But in my opinion, its significance does not regard 
its success or failure. Wu Mingguang pushes the imitation of Ming-style furniture to a new 
height: the “Ming-concept”. Its point is in perpetuating the spirit of Ming-style furniture, cre-
ating new furniture rather than a simple imitation. Along with other Chinese art, Ming-style 
furniture put rich connotations into symbolic figures. Rethinking traditional Chinese culture 
is not only for showing it off, but also for seeking the best way of living in modern times. 
The Coin Chair (Fig.58, Webpage, Zhu), which is designed by the contemporary Chi-
nese designer Zhu Xiaojie, is a chair with a “Ming-concept”. As a developed version of the 
Ming-style Round-backed Armchair, the Coin Chair reminds of the ancient Chinese Coin. 
Its shape represents the philosophy of “sky is rounded and earth is square”, which means 
the movable round universe based on the steady square earth. This chair is good, from its 
shape to its meaning, regardless of whether it is in accordance with the standards of mod-
ern design or Ming-style furniture. One more example, the Rose Chair, is classic Ming-style 
furniture. It was very popular in the Ming and Qing dynasties, and even in the modern 
Chinese literati circle. Learning from the method of making concrete board, Zhu Xiaojie 
put steel strings into thin wooden columns. In this way, the chair retains the original slim 
visual character but in a modern style for structural strength (Fig.59, ibid). However, this 
complicated structure reduces the production efficiency. 
However there are still some designers who understand the “Ming-concept” simply. The 
series furniture named Fusion designed by Xiao Tianyu (2010, Fig.60, Webpage, Xiao), is a 
bold attempt which directly combines elements of Ming-style furniture and Finnish nature. 
In those chairs the bottom marble shapes are actually sofas, the modern furniture form; and 
the headpieces no doubt are parts of typical Ming-style furniture. Two different feelings are 
put together stiffly, just like talking without communication between souls, even marriage 
without love. I would like to call this design Assembly, but not a Fusion. The designer’s mo-
tivation deserves encouragement, but he has a long way to go in this direction. Aalto said 
that “like some big salmon or trout. They are not born fully-grown; they are not even born in 
the sea or water where they normally live. They are born hundreds of miles away from their 
home ground” (Aalto, 1978, 26). A certain furniture style must have its origins and develop-
ment process. Modifying and developing it is not simple. It does not only refer to the design 
principle and method, and certainly not to just the assembly, but it also refers to its ideologi-
cal thinking. So, tracing its origin in cultural study is important within the realms of design. 
                         
Fig.58 Coin Chair and         Fig.59 Imitative work         Fig.60 Furniture: Fusion, by Xiao Tianyu
of Rose Chair, 
by Zhu Xiaojie             
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4 A Comparison of Cultural 
Meaning System
In general, as Allen Carlson’s says: “When we like an object from an aesthetic point of view, 
it is mainly because of the appearance of this object…on the other aspect, there is a deep 
meaning in this object, concerning to the characters and values which its appearance deliv-
ers to us” (Carlson, 2000, 207). Following this thinking, it is believable that there should 
be a relation between the form and the deep meaning in a design work. But what is the 
deep meaning of the object? Martti Linkola has proposed that: “everything that achieves 
a certain age will come to be approved of in culture” (op. cit. Sepänmaa, 1993, 148). The 
qualitative research cannot be understood without looking at the cultural background of 
the research object. 
As the explanation of “culture and cultural meaning system” in chapter 1 suggests, 
concentrating on concrete life phenomena is the right direction for cultural study158. Fre-
drik Barth said: “We are thus speaking not of “material culture” or “human behavior” but 
about the idea behind such events and manifestations, agreeing with early anthropologist 
E. B. Tylor” (Barth, 2002, 24), as Mike Crang asserts that “the culture is no longer seen as 
the outcome of material and symbolic practices but instead as the cause of those practices-a 
hidden essence lying behind the surface of behavior” (Crang, 1998, 162). To make clear the 
relationship between culture and its form, Rudolf Arnheim quoted the words of painter 
Ben Shahn: “Form is the visible shape of content” (op. cit. Arnheim, 1974, 96); Clive Bell 
even proposed the concept “significant form” (Bell, 1984, 4). Going by this opinion, those 
daily objects could be said to be the form and they indicate the real cultural content: the 
idea behind such events. 
Concentrating on my research, the daily object is furniture. It carries designers’ ideas 
which are not only limited in the design field to design principles and methods. Even more 
design ideas are affected or controlled by the world outlooks and characters of designers, 
which are all cultural content. In thinking in this way, it can be seen that actually culture is 
the original source of design. Although every designer is different, if they are in the same 
era and society, they share a similar natural environment, a similar political and religion 
atmosphere, similar social values system and they know what people want. It is difficult 
for designers to work without a national or local flavour. 
Some noteworthy similarities and differences emerged from the systematic comparison 
between Finnish modern furniture and Chinese Ming-style furniture in chapters 2 and 
3. From this phenomenon, it is not difficult to think that there might be a similarity in 
ideology; or that “surface similarities between countries often turn out to be manifesta-
158 See chapter 1 (1.1.3).
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tions of very opposed principles of social organization” (Smelser, 1976, 33). The purpose of 
comparative research is to be easy understood by people. But if it is limited in the surface 
description of the similarity but do not consider the difference in the cultures, the signifi-
cance of comparison will be lost. As such, I hope to look for the inner reasons for those 
similarities. 
4.1  A coMpArison of sociAL idEoLogy
4.1.1 finnish democratic thought
The seven centuries of rule under Sweden and Russia did not make Finland become Swe-
denised or Russianised. For example, when Finland was the Grand Duchy of Finland in the 
nineteenth century, and part of the Russian Empire, Finns had their own parliament, judici-
ary, taxation and military. Thus, Finns developed their own culture relatively independently. 
The Finnish democracy idea has its own history source. Finland is a country of Prot-
estantism. A communal spirit, drawing on Lutheranism which was launched by Martin 
Luther (1483-1546), has been embodied by this state. The reformation of Christianity in the 
sixteenth century had reduced the influence of the church organisation in personal faith. 
Mäkinen notes: 
Luther, for example, represented the idea that humans seek for their own individual good in all 
actions and try to promote it. Instead of loving God and follow-man willingly and freely as the 
final end, they only use them for their own selfish purpose. (Mäkinen, 2002, 120) 
It can be said that democracy has a strong thinking base and is an ideal that permeates the 
entire Finnish political system. 
However, having been ruled by foreigners for a long time, the Finnish process of de-
mocracy is not smooth. Before 1917, the year in which Finland gained independence, al-
though the divide between the different social classes was strong, Finns enhanced their 
desire for democracy and freedom from colonial powers. They had a small degree of dem-
ocratic practice, which formed the basis of a modern democratic society in Finland. For ex-
ample, “in the nearly seven centuries period of Swedish rule, Swedes did not use the way 
of war and plunder, but with a gradual, peaceful infiltration, and even let Finns had equal 
status with Swedes to participate in the election of the King” (Wang & Guan, 2008, 21), 
although “this equal right is limited in handful Finnish nobility. Their powers came from 
Sweden” (Fan, 2009, 50). Anckar stated that “when Finland changed from Swedish rule 
to Russian rule the civic culture was clearly undeveloped and prerequisites for a nation-
building based on a sense of a national community were practically nonexistent” (Anckar, 
1983, 9). However, between 1809 and 1863, Finland experienced a national awakening, 
which aroused national Finnish consciousness through art, language, culture, political par-
ties and other issues. Anssi Paasi believes that in this period there are two important factors 
in Finland’s national identity: in addition to the growth of the capital city Helsinki, the 
most important thing is that the formal version of the Finnish national epic Kalevala (see 
Paasi, 1997, 41-50). The first version of the Kalevala was published in 1835. The Kalevala, 
which described various social phenomena, daily life and customs with a strong national 
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flavour, evoked Finn’s national pride and self-esteem. In the field of politics, Pesonen and 
Riihinen said that, “Finland had developed a political identity of its own; largely because it 
had been an autonomous state with its own “home rule” since 1809” (Pesonen & Riihinen, 
2002, 15). In other field, Pesonen and Riihinen have the following record:  
Tsar Alexander II dictated into the records of the Senate a statement that called for special 
attention to the development of trade, maritime commerce, industry and traffic routes, and to 
the establishment of primary schools. The statement clearly revealed liberal ideas, which were 
easier to put forward in Finland than in conservative Russia. (ibid, 37)
Liberalism emphasises personal freedoms, industrial freedom, and freedom in general, 
evoking the importance of the individual person. 
Democracy was defined in the time of the independence movement. The leader of this 
movement was Göran Magnus Sprengtporten (1740-1819). Some documents showed that: 
“he had experimentally broached the idea of setting up Finland as a separate state” (Jutik-
kala & Pirinen, 1996, 288). It could be seen as an outline idea of the Finnish constitution, 
characterised by liberalism and equality. In his time it was too early to realise such a plan, 
but the idea of democracy stayed alive. Finnish democracy is embodied by people’s equal-
ity in political rights and living rights, paying particular attention to the social benefits the 
country provides for its individual citizens. One of its building materials are liberal ideas 
about individual rights and liberties, and also the thought of emphasising equality and 
solidarity between the upper social class and common people. 
After Finnish independence, there was a Civil War159 until May 1918. The result of the 
Civil War forced the Soviet power to quit Finland. Finland became one of the 13 countries 
that have been democratic continuously since the time of World War I (see Pesonen & Rii-
hinen, 2002, 34). In 1919, the Republic of Finland was established and its Constitution Act 
which presented democracy, freedom and equality was issued in the same year. Section 2 
of the Constitution asserted that “Sovereign power in Finland shall belong to the people, 
represented by Parliament convened in session” (Constitutional Laws of Finland/ Procedure 
of Parliament, 1996, 5). This is a critical and important cornerstone of Finnish democratic 
development. 
During the Cold War160, Finland was relatively compliant with the Soviets in a policy 
termed “Finlandisation” 161. Being forced by Soviet Union, “Finland refused Marshall Aid162 
because of the political ties which this implied” (Klinge, 1987, 125). This made it difficult to 
159 The Civil War: between the “Whites”-who supported the middle classes and gained the support of 
many farmers-and the “Reds” (the socialists) who supported the workers.
160 The Cold War (1947-1991) was the conflict between the Communist nations led by the Soviet Union 
and the democratic nations led by the United States after World War II. It was fought by all means-
military, economic war, propaganda, diplomatic haggling, culture and ideology. It was fought in all 
places-in neutral states, in newly independent nations in Africa, Asia and even in outer space.
161 Finlandisation: it referred to the decision of a country not to challenge a more powerful neighbour 
in foreign politics, while maintaining national sovereignty. It is commonly used in reference to Fin-
land’s policies in relation to the Soviet Union during the Cold War. 
162 Marshall Aid (Marshall Plan): was the American programme to aid Europe in which the United 
States gave economic support to help rebuild European economies after World War II in order to 
prevent the spread of Soviet Communism. The plan was in operation for four years beginning in April 
1948.
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reconstruct after the World War II. Finland did not join any military alliance, but belonged to 
the group of Europe’s neutral countries and preferred to remain silent, lived in “peaceful co-
existence” with the Soviet Union. Finland attained its political and military security through 
the strategy of “do not offend the Soviet Union” (Fan, 2009, 50). But the Finnish paid for it in 
terms of their democratic rights. In President Urho Kekkonen’s time, from 1956 to 1981, free 
speech was severely limited in comparison to the West. The Finnish artist Carl-Gustaf Lilius 
argued that “self-censorship was a way of hiding from reality, of forgetting the existence 
of the Soviet Union. In other words, it could become a cozy blanket, cocooning the Finn-
ish people from the nastiness of the big bad world outside” (op. cit. Kirby, 2006, 274-275). 
Otherwise, Finland would be put in danger from Russia. Since the Cold War, Finlandization 
has been appropriated by many Finnish commentators as a source of shame because of the 
compliance to an immoral episode (see Browning, 1999, 15). Salminen notes that “in Britain, 
the German Federal Republic, and our closest neighbor Sweden, there were journalists with 
detailed knowledge of the Finnish press who also well understood Finland’s awkward posi-
tion as a neighbor of the Soviet state” (Salminen, 1998, 239). Although some other opinions 
supported that Kekkonen was “a great patriot…who saved the country by skillfully mixing 
appeasement and resistance in exactly the right portions under constant Soviet pressure” 
(Virkkula, 1993, 15), the fact was that Finland lost its democratic characteristic to a big extent 
in that time. But Finnish people never gave up fighting for democracy for hundreds of years 
including the period of Finlandisation. They particularly valued equality and freedom. His-
tory showed that this frustration of the Finnish democratic process stimulated the Finns to 
strongly pursue democracy again. After Cold War, although sharing a 1566 kilometer long 
land border with the Soviet Union, the Finnish lifestyle was firmly based on the Western 
democratic political system, respecting human rights. 
4.1.1.1 Parliament and election
Pesonen and Riihinen assert that modern parliament “became a symbol of Finland’s na-
tional identity” (Pesonen & Riihinen, 2002, 27). Actually the Finnish parliamentary system 
started early: “In 1906, Finland got a unicameral parliament elected by general and uni-
versal (including women) franchise” (Hulkko et al. 1967, 8). Finnish people invested great 
hopes in their democratically based parliament.
The parliamentary government is more democratic than presidential power because 
presidential power is limited by parliament. In the political life of the country the presi-
dent is very dependent on the parliamentary prime minister and his cabinet. The Consti-
tution Act of 1919 outlined the separation of powers as follows: “Legislative power shall 
be exercised by Parliament in conjunction with the President of the Republic”; “supreme 
executive power shall be vested in the President of the Republic”; and “judicial power 
shall be exercised by independent courts of law” (Constitutional Laws of Finland Procedure of 
Parliament, 1996, 5). Thus Parliament is put above all other institutions by the Constitution 
Act. In the new Constitution Act of 1999, the president’s role is not even mentioned in the 
legislation (Constitution of Finland, 2001, 45). Power has been fine-turned in innumerable 
ways to produce a redesigned presidency.
A high degree of social trust is based on democracy. Finland is one of the least corrupt 
countries with regard to public administration and politics in the world. The government 
encourages people to join political life: during the election period a reminder through the 
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post is sent to people to remind them to vote; the voting is held on a Sunday for people’s 
convenience; handicapped people can invite the election administrators to visit their home 
so they can vote.  In these ways every ordinary people (in Aalto’s words, “little man”) has 
an equal right to make their voice heard in politics. This effect is not only in the practical 
realm but also in the realm of the spirit: people really feel they are owners of their nation. 
Furthermore, people have the equal and personal way to participate in politics: they 
could sign petitions, participate in boycotts and join demonstrations to influence political 
decisions directly rather than through the conventional route of elections and political par-
ties. Thus Finland made use of direct presidential elections in 1994. The president is directly 
mandated by the people. After the election, the President’s term of parliament should be ter-
minated because the presidency is thought of as being non-political (see Pesonen & Riihinen, 
2002, 172). This impartial attitude of the government could be fundamental to social trust.
4.1.1.2 Social organisation
Political democracy can hardly develop in the absence of a functioning civil society. The 
birth and development of the democratic system in Finland supports this claim. In In-
glehart’s book Modernization and Postmodernization, the diagram shows that there are very 
few countries where citizens have more association memberships than in Finland. Survey 
data shows that membership in voluntary associations is strongly linked with a stable de-
mocracy (see Inglehart, 1997, 189). The various organisations had already been trying to 
influence national and local decision-making and pursued their attempts. They collected 
popular petitions, which is one way to express the public will. 
The 1870s and the 1880s had already seen the emergence of many popular movements 
that strengthened civil society. They included the youth society movement, the cooperative 
movement, the sports movement and the trade union movement within the labour move-
ment. The labour movement grew stronger at the beginning of the twentieth century. Just 
as the other old movement, it strongly emphasised equality and economic, educational, 
and civil rights. The Central Organization of Finnish Trade Unions (SAK) is powerful. It 
is one of the three major labour union confederations nowadays. It influences economic 
legislation. The other two are the Finnish Confederation of Salaried Employees (STTK) 
and the Confederation of Unions for Academic Professionals in Finland (AKAVA) (see Pe-
sonen& Riihinen, 2002, 89). Active and effective social organisations helped their members 
in concrete ways, and helped them gain equal access to benefits. There has even been a 
religiously based party, the Finnish Christian League, founded in 1958 (see Arter, 1987, 32), 
which was a reaction against secularisation. In 2001, it changed its name to the Christian 
Democrats, and it still exists now.
4.1.1.3 Equality
After the Second World War, especially in the 1950s and 1960s, Finland developed into 
a welfare state, with the introduction of social egalitarianism which included economic 
equality, education equality, judicial justice and personality equality.
Economic equality should be the basis of social egalitarianism. High tax and welfare 
system means that Finnish society tends not to have a rich-poor divide. The pension sys-
tem provides people with health care and other aspects of security. It has greatly reduced 
poverty, as Ritakallio writes in his paper:
140
In 1980 the poverty rate was clearly higher in Finland than in the other Nordic countries. But 
by the middle 1990s Finland was, with Sweden and Norway, one of the countries with the least 
poverty (under 5 percent). The rate was about 7.5 percent in central Europe and considerably 
higher in the English-speaking countries (Canada about 10 percent, UK slightly over 12 per-
cent, and the United States 17.5 percent). (Ritakallio, 2001, 13-14) 
The data shows that “in 1991, 31 percent of the Finns were of the opinion that there is a 
strong conflict between the rich and the poor, and three-quarters thought the conflict is ei-
ther ‘strong’ or ‘rather strong’ (in 1972, 85 percent thought so)” (Pesonen & Riihinen, 2002, 
75). In Finland, the income gap exists according to people’s educational level and age. For 
example, a middle aged man who has a basic educational level may have an average salary 
of 2248 euro per month; a similar aged man with a master degree may have an average 
of 3674 euro per month (see Wang & Zhao, 2008, 227). This income gap is not huge and it 
shows the principle of social distribution. It reflects the economic equality. 
The results of the educational exam PISA163 show that: “the current Finnish education 
system is among the best in the world and is perhaps the greatest achievement of the 
Finnish welfare state. Everyone is given equal opportunities in education, starting from 
the nursery” (Lahti, 2012, 20). The excellent results do not mean that every student is the 
best, but reflect that students who have poorer ability performed better than the same level 
group from other countries. In other words, the results show the overall average ability. 
It could be said that education equality brought about this result. This healthy education 
cohesion in the system also plays a role in maintaining cultural cohesion in Finland.
As for judicial justice: “In Finland the law is taken literally, and the development of 
justice is viewed as the province of those who make, not of those who interpret, the law” 
(Kekkonen, 1999, 181). The equal status of each individual person in Christianity is an 
important foundation of the idea of judicial justice in Finnish modern society. Although 
Christianity pays attention to the afterlife, it also focuses on happiness in reality. Christian-
ity believes people can get equality through receiving help from God. The idea of “let every 
soul be subject to the governing authorities” (Bible, 1982, Romans 13/1) was followed in 
practice. It improved the status of ordinary people, making the individual will independ-
ent and sacred. Finnish Lutheran Christianity and people’s political behaviour have the 
same purpose; there is no contradiction if a Christian devotes himself to democratic social 
life. Also, the church did not operate purely in the spiritual field; it had important admin-
istrative, disciplinary tasks. 
When it comes to personality equality, it is not possible to find in Finnish culture a hier-
archy that produces recognizable class of taste. In the book The Finnuit, Finnish Culture and 
the Religion of Uniqueness, one of the interviewers said: “I think it is very difficult for Finns 
to accept a Finn as their leader. It goes back to when our leaders were always foreigners-
Swedes” (Dutton, 2009, 183). Although this point was a bit too serious, it is still had a grain 
of truth. Fighting against foreign enemies has helped Finnish people to create a system of 
domestic equality. In Finland the “representatives-and even ministers-do not want to raise 
their head above ordinary people” (Torkki, 2006, 16). “In Finland…people can meet on the 
same level, respecting one another democratically and avoiding open conflict” (Ehrnrooth, 
163 PISA: Programme for International Student Assessment.
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1999, 209). It is unusual for habitation to be class-based, and in Finland the large working-
class districts familiar from central and Western Europe hardly exist. 
The remarkable thing about equality in Finland is that women have a high status. Their 
level of education is even higher than men. Relatively speaking, they are independent and 
confident. A great number of women take part in society, distributing wealth for Finland. 
Women’s rights are shown by the fact that: “women had been given the right to vote as 
early as 1906, but in the rest of Europe this did not happen until soon after the war. It be-
came common for women to go to work outside the home” (Lahtinen, 2011, 24). And cur-
rently the percentage of female students in universities is more than that of male students. 
For example, in 1994, 55 per cent of new higher education students in Finland were women 
(see Veikkola, 1999, 195); in 1995, the number of students was 32,000, of which 61 per cent 
were women (see ibid, 316). Besides, the church has adjusted old traditions. A tangible 
example of this was that “the ordination of women to the priesthood was made possible in 
Finland in 1986, and the first women priests were ordained in 1998” (Salonen et al. 2001, 
65). Women have equal rights to men in every social aspect, even in the high political posi-
tion. Although the number of women who stand as candidates is not in keeping with their 
overall ratio of the population, women are more active voters than men: a survey shows 
that “in the 1995 elections, 73 per cent of eligible women voted, as opposed to 71 per cent 
of men” (Veikkola, 1999, 198). The first female government minister was elected in 1926; 
the first female speaker of parliament, Riitta Uosukainen, was elected in 1994; in 2000, Tarja 
Halonen was elected the first female president; in 2003, Anneli Jäätteenmäki was elected 
the first prime minister. However as Veikkola points out: “Women’s wage level is only on 
average three-quarters that of men…the average pension of men is higher than the average 
of women” (Eeva-Sisko Veikkola, 1999, 198). It shows there is still a long way to go in the 
process of development of democracy in Finland. 
4.1.1.4 Democratic thought in design
I agree with the statement: “the science of politics is a science of design” (Pesonen & Rii-
hinen, 2002, 10). This statement can also be put as following: the impact of democratic 
liberalism evoked the importance of the needs of individual person in design. Such think-
ing was a necessary precondition for the birth of democratic design. After the welfare state 
was established, modern practical art gradually became part of daily life of ordinary Finns. 
This is different from past time or some other countries, in which those arts are only for 
the cultural and economic elites. The managing director of Design Forum Finland Mikko 
Kalhama said in an interview: 
The Functionalism in Finnish architecture and design could be understood as the incarnation 
of the Finnish democratic ethos. Finnish democratic movements have been hoping to provide a 
good and safe environment for the whole community. …These efforts are reflected distinctively 
in the field of architecture and design. (Wang, 2011a, 81) 
The ergonomics in Functionalism is based on science and measurement. It is politically 
neutral, emphasising service for everyone equally. However, design which is controlled by 
democratic ideology has the flavour of Totalitarianism, which is illustrated by minimalist 
characters, efficiency and lack of human sense. The combination of the Finnish National 
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Romantic Movement and Functionalism164 was a reflection of people’s objection not only 
to Totalitarianism in design, but also to the rigid rationality of Functionalism. This is the 
reason why the democratic ideology in Finnish modern design is healthier and more com-
prehensive than advocated by Modernism in the same era. 
Aalto was faithful to the idea that an architect should serve as a reformer. He mentioned 
paradise many times in design. But he realised that his task is not to design a paradise for 
a handful of privileged individuals, but to concentrate on a single goal: to create the best 
possible environment for the masses, for the “little man” (see Schildt, 1991, 33). Aarnio’s 
Ball Chair has been seen as a metaphor for the contemporary lifestyle of the masses. It even 
expresses the ideological liberation in the 1960s. Fig.1 and Fig.2 show that Aalto’s and Kuk-
kapuro’s earlier design works are popularly used in Finns ordinary life. 
                                                      
Fig.1 and Fig.2 Aalto’s and Kukkapuro’s earlier design works are popularly used in Finns’ ordinary life. 
4.1.2 Chinese feudal thought
I must declare that my cultural study on Ming-style furniture is limited to the southern 
region of the Yangzi River and the Yangzi Delta (Suzhou area). The reasons are as follows. 
First of all, the definition I chose in this research shows that Ming-style furniture was origi-
nally produced in this area. Second, the culture there was relatively developed. Since the 
Song Dynasty, being promoted by economic reason, this area has always been propitious 
for being a place where great men were born and a gathering place for the literati. In his 
book Ming Ru Xue An, Huang Zongxi165 recorded 210 scholars. Two-thirds of them were 
active in this area. In this area, the proportion of people who were successful in the highest 
imperial examination was very high. For example, between 1598 and 1706, after the high-
est imperial examination, 156 scholars occupied first to the fourth prizes. Of these, 115 of 
them were from this area; a percentage of 74% (see Zhu & Xie, 1980). This proportion can 
164 It was discussed in chapter 3 (3.1.1).
165 Huang Zongxi (黄宗羲, 1609-1695): a scholar in the Qing dynasty. Ming Ru Xue An (明儒学案) was 
an historical academic book in which the development of academic thinking in the Ming Dynasty was 
recorded.  
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show the developed situation of education, talented human resources and cultural power 
in the southern region of the Yangzi River and the Yangzi Delta. It is an indisputable fact 
that this area can be seen as the Ming Dynasty’s Chinese cultural centre. Third, the fashion 
in this area has led Chinese social fashion. In the Ming Dynasty, for a man who was born 
in an ordinary family the only one way to become an official in an imperial court or local 
governments was being successful in the highest imperial examination. So every official 
was a scholar. Timothy Brook introduces that: 
The door from economic to social status was the examination system. When a man walked 
through that door, he converted wealth into public prestige and brought not just himself but 
his entire family into gentility. As the system was established and controlled by the state, the 
degree-holder enjoyed his elite status at the pleasure of the throne. (Brook, 1998, 80)
The literati, in belonging to a higher social class, could afford the hardwood furniture and 
had the ability to appreciate it. They were usually important pioneers and models in pur-
suing a stylish life. For example when they chose materials for Furniture, in their eyes, 
there are different levels between natural materials. It became a dream for people seeking 
to be rich and own good furniture made from hardwoods. Fan Lian, a scholar in the Ming 
Dynasty, recorded that: 
Since the era of Jiajing and Wanli, an increasing number of people started to use fine wood fur-
niture. Even lower officers in government also tried to make some piece of fine wood furniture 
for their home, not to mention those very rich people who only use Huang-hua Pear Wood, Red 
Sandalwood, Ebony and Burl Wood. These woods were quite expensive. …Being influenced by 
the literati, some ordinary people also have study rooms, putting a fine wood table and some 
plants in it, making this room an atmosphere for reading.  But they do not read books; they just 
like this room as a fashion symbol. (op. cit. Lu, 2010, 62)
In addition, Timothy Brook writes: “In this atmosphere of shifting identities, merchants de-
sired gentry status and happily expended resources to make the transition from commerce 
to gentility. One strategy was to act like gentry” (Brook, 1998, 214). Thus scholars’ philo-
sophic and aesthetic thoughts in the Suzhou area became the social fashion and gradually 
affected people’s aesthetic consciousness; it could even be said to have been representative 
of Chinese traditional culture. Wang Shixing’s words can support this statement: “Suzhou 
is good at controlling the social fashion. What Suzhou people believe to be elegant, all Chi-
nese also believe so; what Suzhou people think is ugly, also disgusts all Chinese” (Wang, 
Ming Dynasty (b), Vol. 2, 21). 
From the third reason above it is not difficult to understand that in the culture study on the 
southern region of the Yangzi River and the Yangzi Delta, I chose only the middle and upper 
class as the objects of focus. Although the masses of the ordinary people had their own lifestyle 
and furniture, they could not influence the mainstream which was lead by powerful people. 
Compared to Finland’s free political atmosphere of modern democracy, the Chinese 
Ming and Qing dynasties were feudal autocratic periods, which were mainly controlled by 
Confucianism, having a different political and social atmosphere. Confucianism appeared 
in the end of the Spring and Autumn period (770-476 BC). Inaji introduces that:
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During the Han dynasty, Confucianism became the officially recognized state doctrine, and 
Confucian learning the country’s officially recognized form of scholarship, with which the idea 
of the Confucian state was firmly established. A social and political system based on Confucian 
ideology was to be the hallmark of the Chinese imperial state for the next two thousand years. 
(Inaji, 1998, 119) 
It is the orthodox system of thought in Chinese history even today.
4.1.2.1 System of hierarchy
Confucianism advocated and carried out the hierarchy system. Everyone is in their own so-
cial class; each person performs their duty. It should be the difference in social ranks that 
leads to social harmony. In The Book of Songs166 the following sentence expressed the idea of 
hierarchy: “Everywhere under the sky is the emperor’s dominion; to the uttermost ends of 
the earth, all men are his servants” (Jiang, 1934, Vol. 5, 85). Ordinary people do not have the 
same human rights as nobilities. Confucius said: “For the people, can only make them do 
as they are told by the upper social class, do not need make them understand why they do” 
(Liu, 1935, Vol.2, 66), because “the wisdom of upper class and the fatuity of lower class are 
constant” (ibid, Vol. 4, 50). There was benevolence in Confucius’s thought, but it was based on 
a prerequisite. He loved obedient citizens, not mobs. This showed his obscurantism thinking.
Confucius looked down on farmer. He believed that educated intellectuals should be-
come government officials. Farming is little man’s business167. Confucius did not respect 
women. For example in The Analects of Confucius, he said: “There are ten ministers includ-
ing a woman, in fact, only nine” (ibid, Vol.2, 74). Again in The Analects of Confucius, he said: 
“Only women and little men are difficult to get along with; to be close with them, they 
will disrespect, alienate them, they will complain” (ibid, Vol.4, 73). That is why Confucius 
made social class differences include the levels of the monarch and his subjects, fathers and 
sons, and even husbands and wives. These arguments evolved into male chauvinists: men 
are respectable, women are ignoble, and wives have to obey their husbands. 
In the Han Dynasty, Dong Zhongshu168 developed and sanctified the hierarchy system. 
He pointed out that nature also has happiness, joy, anger, and sadness as do human beings. 
So human beings should be with nature harmoniously. This idea was in accordance with the 
main idea of Confucian music theory book, Yue Ji. In this book Dai Sheng169 (Han Dynasty) 
wrote: “The great music plays with a natural voice; the great rite goes with a natural flow” 
(Ji, 1982, 11). Dong Zhongshu claimed that the powers of emperors were appointed by the 
“natural supreme”, which gave the stable foundation for feudal governors. He made some 
important remarks: “Since emperors’ powers were appointed by the natural supreme, the 
emperor could be called the son of the supreme. …Common people can only do common 
things because they have no open eyes and mind, have no great wisdom like an emperor” 
(Dong, Vol.10, section 35). The moral requirement for an emperor is almost vacuous; the be-
166 The Book of Songs (诗经): the earliest collection of poems of China, was regarded as the best book of 
Confucius.
167 Here “little man” means people who are of a lower social status and that have a lower moral level, 
which is different to Aalto’s concept of “little man”.
168 Dong Zhongshu: 董仲舒.
169 Dai Sheng: 戴圣.
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haviour of an emperor can be controlled by nothing because of his supreme status. Further-
more it was said in Confucian literature, Li Ji: “Legal sanctions do not apply to senior officials 
and the respect does not apply to ordinary people” (Zheng, 1937, 14). It means that laws treat 
different people in different ways. Establishing the “three guiding principles” was a main 
contribution by Dong Zhongshu for Confucianism. He said: “The emperor is a minister’s 
guiding principle; a father is his son’s guiding principle; a husband is his wife’s guiding prin-
ciple” (Dong, Vol.12, section 53). The basic meaning of the “three guiding principles” is that 
the humble person should absolutely obey the upper class without question. Confucianism 
explains “being with nature harmoniously” as meaning that people remember their status 
and identity, and accept their fates. People should never think to change their destiny. 
Confucianism was the philosophical foundation of the Ming Dynasty. Confucian rule 
permeated every aspect of social life, regulating people’s behaviour. Furthermore, the issu-
ing of the Law of the Ming Dynasty China provided legal protection for such orderly life. In 
detail, there was a strict system of hierarchy in every clan. The clan rule was written on the 
wall of ancestral halls which were used as the meeting halls for all clan members, to teach 
and warn every one, especially younger members. This kind of life under such regulation 
was even a comfortable life, since it regulated everyone to have the same proper behaviour 
in his own allowed area. Confucius thought that it was necessary to make the borders clear: 
“emperor should do as an emperor; minister should do as a minister; father looks like a 
father and son looks like a son” (Che, 1938, 89). Everybody does as he is called, then things 
will go smoothly. Although the system of hierarchy played an important role in maintain-
ing social stability, it led to Chinese people having a serious lack of equality and a lack of 
willpower to pursue equality for over two thousand years.
4.1.2.2 Feudal ethical code
How did feudal governments maintain the hierarchy system? Confucius advocated a feu-
dal ethical code. Those people of a higher rank showed their power and prestige through 
their own behaviour; people of a lower rank should have the feeling and behaviour to 
show their obedience and fear. Therefore, without knowing the feudal ethical code, people 
could not conduct themselves properly in society. Confucius said: “To restrain myself, do-
ing everything according to the requirements of feudal ethical code. Then, this is benevo-
lence. …Do not look at, listen to, and say anything what do not meet the requirement of 
feudal ethical code” (Liu, 1935, Vol.3, 56). 
The feudal ethical code is always connected with rites. Rites are the form, the visual im-
ages of the feudal ethical code. Rites enabled the feudal ethical code to emerge in politics, 
in religious sacrificial activities, daily life etc. A strict feudal hierarchy was first embodied in 
the use of bronze containers, which were then extended to everyday furniture design and its 
arrangement. Confucius believed that the feudal ethical code of the Zhou Dynasty (around 
1046-256 BC) provided everything perfectly. For example, he said that a gentleman should 
wear certain kinds of clothes of a certain colour on certain occasions, and also what kinds of 
clothes should not be worn; what kinds of clothes match each other. Once, when Confucius 
was sick, the monarch came to visit him. He lay with his head eastwards, covered by a robe 
which was described in ethical code (see ibid, 14). This showed, that even on his sick bed, 
he would not be rude to the monarch. He once criticised a minister Jishi by saying “let 64 
people dance in the courtyard for him. If even he could do such a rude thing, what other 
146
rude things could he not do?” (Che, 1938, 92)  According to the feudal ethical code, only 
the emperor had the right to enjoy 64 people dancing. A minister can only have less than 
64 dancers. Obviously, Jishi had broken the feudal ethical code. To this, Confucius showed 
great indignation. Confucius believed that a person should not do anything which does 
not belong to his position. Otherwise, he was suspected of illegal overstepping of the mark. 
Some phenomena of rites were observed by foreigners. The missionary Matteo Ricci170 
described that: 
Chinese official ranks can be distinguished by their umbrellas when they go out. Some of them 
use a blue umbrella, some a yellow one. Sometimes in order to show their statuses they use two 
or three kinds of umbrella, but if they just are lower official, they cannot use more than one. 
Another method to distinguish their ranks is their vehicles. Lower officials ride horses; higher 
officials sit in a sedan chair, carried by servants. The number of servants also shows the rank of 
official. Some use four servants, some can use eight people. (Ricci, 2010, 58)
Former Finnish president Carl Gustaf Emil Mannerheim saw this situation in China171: 
“There is always an obvious ethical code among officials. A younger one would never hurt 
an elder one in any way. When they arrange seats or are ready to go out through a door, 
this order would never be questioned for even one second” (Mannerheim, 2009, 110). 
The most common feudal ethical code was embodied in the family. Being compatible with 
the natural agricultural economy, until the Qing Dynasty, generally the setting of Chinese 
government organisations only reached as far as the county level; the districts lower than 
the county level were dominated by clans (a big family), which were linked directly to the 
local authority. According to a Chinese proverb, the cohabitation of “five generations un-
der one roof” brings good fortune. Traditional Chinese collective residential complexes are 
a hierarchically-arranged system for each generation. “Filial piety”172 is an important con-
cept in Confucianism. Respecting and obeying the will of the elders are the fundamental 
benevolence. It is based on love among blood relations. However, younger people should 
do the same in society, by respecting their elders everywhere, having a sense of justice to-
ward friends and loyalty to the emperor. As a result, it became a Chinese traditional virtue. 
Feudal factors in filial piety inhibited the development of social democratic ideas.
4.1.2.3 Feudal thought in design
Therefore, the role of the family was very important. It was inevitable for people to de-
sign, make and layout furniture for the purpose of interpreting social ethics and political 
ideas. In chapter 3, the aesthetic sense of symmetrical layout of Ming-style furniture is 
discussed173. It was a way of practicing and preaching the feudal ethical code. The absolute 
symmetry in the model of the furniture and the indoor settings reflected people’s proper 
sitting posture and collective manners according to the feudal ethical code. For example, 
170 Matteo Ricci (1552-1610): an Italian missionary who worked in China in the Ming Dynasty during 
1583 and 1610, and died in Beijing.  
171 Carl Gustaf Emil Mannerheim (1867-1951) went to Beijing from St. Petersburg as an explorer during 
1906 and 1908.
172 Filial piety: 孝敬.
173 See chapter 3 (3.2.2.4).
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the most important person who is the oldest or is of the highest status must sit in the mid-
dle of the symmetrical system. Younger generations and persons of lower status should 
flank the two sides to show their respect for their elders. Everything is in order, in control, 
with no exceptions. Furniture settings mostly adopted this kind of symmetry to demon-
strate unification, steadiness, solemnity and even greatness. In The Analects of Confucius, 
there is an example of this order. Someone pointed at a boy and asked Confucius: “is he 
a boy who is making progress?” Confucius said: “I saw him sit in an adult’s seat, and he 
walks with his elders side by side. He just acts beyond his position. This could not be called 
a filial piety” (Liu, 1935, Vol.3, 144). The Ming-style chair might not be the best seat to offer 
people the most comfortable way of resting; but it was a necessary tool to make clear peo-
ple’s behaviour in the social ethical culture. Hang Jian sums up that “being furniture, the 
Ming-style chair expressed the fundamental cultural values through the way of its usage” 
(Hang, 2001, 194). The educational function of Ming-style furniture is shown here.  
In the case of building, there was a strict rule in the Ming Dynasty. For an ordinary fam-
ily, the house could not have more than three rooms. Although rich people had the ability 
to build many houses, every house could not have more than three rooms, and luxurious 
decoration was forbidden (see Chen, 2004, 647-648).
4.1.3 Chinese democratic thought
It is worth mentioning that in Chinese feudal history the spirit of democracy was not with-
out discussion. Despite the strict system of hierarchy, mostly in clans, there were freema-
sonry like approaches for helping relatively poor families to overcome difficulties. Accord-
ing to their clan archive, in 1595 in Wuxi, Jiangsu province, the big clan with the surname 
An, formulated ten rules to help families in the same clan. For example, if an elder person 
without offspring did not have the ability to make a living (or a lonely widow) he (or she) 
could get the necessary food and money for clothes every month (see Qian, 1996, 97). This 
system is similar to what a modern welfare state is doing. But the purpose of offering help 
to a people in one clan, did not mean helping everyone in the world. The help was for 
maintaining the stability of a particular blood group. So this system is not the same as the 
modern democratic idea, although both of them relocated the wealth.  
Besides, Confucianism had its own reformation in the Ming Dynasty by the Enlighten-
ment which had a democratic character. For example, the status of women had risen rela-
tively. With the development of social economy, wives played a more important financial 
role in families. The proportion of wives’ income could not be ignored.  So in that time, 
“if women worked hard, the family would thrive; if women were lazy, the family would 
decline” (Chen, 2006, 65). Most women in the Ming Dynasty Suzhou area were educated. 
They had open minds and understood some social common sense. They could even give 
some valuable suggestions to their husband with regard their social lives. Women made 
a significant contribution to maintaining families, earning respect from husbands to some 
extent. Although it cannot be said that there was an emancipation of women, compared 
with the previous era and other areas in the same era, it should be said that the status of 
women in the Ming Dynasty in the southern region of the Yangzi River and the Yangzi 
Delta had risen. 
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However, the ancient Chinese democratic thinking mainly existed in Taoism174. Confu-
cianism and Taoism were two major ideologies in China dating back to ancient times. They 
were established almost simultaneously. Although there is no mention about human rights 
in Taoism, it is no doubt that there exists an idea of human rights. In his book The Book of Tao 
and Teh, Laozi175 explained Tao as a constant super power or the great way of nature, which 
could be called as God in Finland. There is no partiality of love in the Tao. Tao has the abil-
ity to make everyone equal; to solve every problem. Tao made “the mysterious agreement” 
which “cannot be a profit or injury; cannot be a nobility or meanness” (Wang, 1935, 34). 
This idea means that, every people share the same sun, breathe the same air and the dust 
on the ground equally. Zhuangzi said: “Everything could be seen as the same, if we under-
stand them from the viewpoint of Tao, no matter if it is a little stalk or a great pillar, a leper 
or a beautiful lady, things ribald and shady or things grotesque and strange” (Zhi, 1924, 
11). This equalised everything under Tao despite their differences in size and attributes. 
On this basis, Zhuangzi thought that one man was equal to another, a feather was the same 
as a mountain, and a room could represent the universe. Even though Laozi mentioned 
sages, he did not think they had the feeling of being superior. The sages in his mind, unlike 
Confucius said, are not emperors or a certain figure of a human of a higher social status. 
Taoism never got enough attention; it had been outside of the mainstream culture for two 
thousand years, although some emperors believed in Taoism such as Zhu Houcong176 (see 
Chen, 2004, 475). Since society has been run by Confucianism, Laozi’s thought with retreat-
ed life attitude only existed as a complement to social life. In the long period of feudalism, 
with the strict system of governance, ordinary people most of the time did not constitute a 
threat to the government. Therefore, it was no way for them to obtain equal rights. 
The Literati’s fate which was controlled at that time prompted Taoism to seize a place 
in the minds of some of the literati. This must be explained from the disadvantage of Con-
fucianism. Confucius did not focus on the afterlife or the case of death. For some questions 
which humans always ask themselves such as who am I, where did I come from and where 
shall I go, Confucians had the following answers. For the question where did I come from, 
Confucians believed that people came from nature. It is the destiny of everyone. People 
never recognised it, and must never try to change their fate, and should just accept it. For 
the question where shall I go, Confucians believed that: “go to a position where you can 
do self-cultivation, manage your own home well and govern your country successfully” 
(Ye, 1930, 226). Or, in another way, it can be understood that one should go to the ruling 
class. This became the highest ideal of intellectuals. In this answer, there is no pursuit for 
transcendental existence at all, but only for concrete daily experience. For the question of 
how shall I go, Confucius said: “To restrain myself, doing everything according to the re-
174 It is impossible to discuss Taoism without mentioning Zen. Zen was initiated by master monk 
Huineng (638-713) after Buddhism was introduced to China from India in the Han Dynasty (Yuan, 
1995, 1). Zen was developed from Buddhism and was based on the philosophy of Laozi and Zhuangzi 
(Ma, 2007, 31). Zen asserts determining the value of the individual through getting rid of interpersonal 
relationships in order to understand oneself, and to pursue the ideal character and freedom of the 
spirit. Because they are so similar in content, in much literatures the two concepts, Zen and Taoism, are 
used with the same meaning. So sometimes, I explain the thinking of Zen by using the text of Taoism.
175 Laozi: 老子 (one of the greatest Chinese ideologists, about 571-471 BC). Based on Laozi’s philoso-
phy, Taoism was formed.
176 Zhu Houcong: 朱厚熜 (Jiajing era, 1521-1566).
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quirements of the feudal ethical code” (Chen, 1996, Vol. 12. 212). And “being an official or 
a servant of the people, one must comply with ‘three fears’: fear fate, fear people in higher 
classes, fear the words of sages” (Liu, 1935, Vol.4, 39). These answers of these questions 
showed Confucianism is a kind of theory which emphasises the present and pragmatic 
worldly affairs, upholding action. Confucianism required scholars to study hard, pass the 
imperial examination, have political ambition and try to realise it in order to raise his per-
sonal and family’s social status, to obtain some political privileges and economic benefits. 
Thus, Confucianism is also the philosophy of successful men and those who want to be 
successful in the world. Yet, some scholar-officials were troubled by the vicissitudes and 
fluctuations of political struggle and could not be relieved from mental troubles by think-
ing in their previous Confucian way. 
As stated in The Cambridge History of Science, “the Yangzi Delta had harbored anti-Man-
chu Scholars since the foundation of the Qing dynasty in 1644. Many scholars who had hold 
office under the Ming refused to serve the new dynasty” (Porter, 2003, 692). Serious political 
crisis has evolved into deep ideological and cultural crisis. “Escaping into Zen”177 for spir-
itual compensation was popular among those who failed in fierce political competition and 
who were abandoned by the social mainstream during the changing of the dynasties since 
Confucianism indeed lacked ultimate care for humanity, and it was unable to satisfy the 
spiritual quest for emotional consolation and demand for the explanation of human exist-
ence and this world as Toshirö Inaji said about the philosophy of seclusion in China: “To the 
person escaping from these rules into seclusion, Confucianism has no meaning-what that 
person seeks is the freedom of another world” (Inaji, 1998, 125). “Escaping into Zen” could 
be said hiding in Zen, which offered another choice for the literati and scholar-officials to 
find a compromise between the conflict of the ideal world and reality. 
Taoism and Zen advocated “noninterference and inactivity”; attaining the spiritual 
level that everything can be activated by this “inactivity” or get the spiritual level of tran-
scendence. Some of these escapees took this lifestyle on forever for they were disappointed 
in social life; some of them just had a rest in Zen, hoping to realise their political dreams in 
a softer way instead of through intensive fighting in society. 
At that time, the literati discussed about Zen and mingled with Taoist priests as well as 
they enjoyed painting and calligraphy. These were the important contents in their elegant 
life. Fig.3 (Li, 2003, 371) shows the daily life of the literati together with a monk. The most 
famous example was Li Yu. In his earlier life, he tried to pass the imperial examination 
to become an official like other literati. However, the change between the Ming and Qing 
dynasties changed his life too. He did not contribute his life to the Ming Dynasty as some 
of his friends did, but instead chose to live in seclusion, in a softer way, against the govern-
ment of the Qing Dynasty, expressing his national integrity and keeping his ethical stand-
ards as a Confucian scholar178. He deemed himself a literate peasant, enjoying farming, 
reading and writing. He even changed his name from Xianlv to Yu, meaning a fisherman 
in the wild, who does not care what happens in secular life. He praised highly the lifestyle 
of Zen in his Xian Qing Ou Ji (see Xu, 2011, 72-77). 
177 “Escaping into Zen” means to escape from reality and to look for relief in Zen.
178 The governors of the Qing Dynasty were the Manchu people, from the north of the Great Wall. They were 
not deemed Chinese in the Ming Dynasty. After the changing of the dynasties, people, especially the literati, 
felt ashamed to be governed under the Manchu. The Manchu are a minority of northern China nowadays. 
150
Fig.3 The life of Zen of the Literati and Taoist priests in 
the Ming and Qing dynasties
To sum up, during the Ming and Qing dynasties 
in the southern regions of the Yangzi River, under 
the constant controlling of Confucianism, Taoism 
and Zen got an increased importance, being the 
elements to construct literati’s life and spiritual 
situation. Confucianism and Taoism usually were 
showed on the same person to different extents. 
Then, an unique but typical attitude of life and 
were formed: being ambitious and being relaxed. 
4.2  A coMpArison on AEsthEticAL chArActEristic
Although there is an obvious difference in the social ideology of people in the two coun-
tries, the amazing thing is that they held the same affection towards nature. People’s atti-
tudes toward nature can be understood in two ways. One is to love, respect and be close to 
the universal nature; the other is to do everything naturally without unnecessary decora-
tion or forcing to change the natural way.
4.2.1 finnish viewpoint on nature 
Compared to central European cultures Finnish high culture is still young, but the relation-
ship Finns have with nature is very old. Nature is such an overwhelming factor in Finnish 
life, and it has a strong aesthetic effect on Finnish people. 
4.2.1.1 Loving nature
Being with nature does not mean only survival, but also alliance with love in nature. A key 
characteristic in the formation of the Finnish people’s relationship with nature is the idea 
of the “freedom to roam” (Lahti, 2012, 18). It means that everyone has the right to access 
the natural environment and what it offers, within certain limits. However, nature is ap-
proached with respect, but timidly: man does not have any self-evident rights over nature. 
Yrjö Sepänmaa’s comprehension of the relation between nature and human may help us to 
understand Finns’ respect for nature: “The nature has, in its different forms, been before 
man and continues to be after him; human, on the other hand, cannot be without nature. In 
the end, he is merely a visitor in the life of the Earth” (Sepänmaa, 2014, 48). 
Traditionally, in good weather Finns like to be in nature: swimming, scrubbing a rug 
on a smoothed rock by the sea or lake, picking berries or mushrooms, having a picnic in 
a forest, hunting and fishing, and even taking an outdoor bath after a sauna. These activi-
ties are still kept alive by many modern Finnish people. In order to enjoy forests better, 
Finns signposted walking paths and skiing tracks; simple wooden structures for physical 
exercise; natural swimming beaches with simple, but functional public facilities such as 
life rings, changing rooms, toilets, beach volleyball grounds and parking places; and, com-
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munal cabins179, to sit around campfires more comfortably. All of these facilities are merged 
into nature harmoniously, and look like they have been there originally. Even in the city 
their flowering balconies create a good atmosphere akin to that of nature, as Gaynor says: 
“Today, country customs endure in both town and rural areas simply as part of the fabric 
of time-tested and traditional life, as evidence of the way people behaved in the not-so-
distant past” (Gaynor, 1984, 45). 
Finnish people who are from towns want to have a summer cottage where they can 
have space to just relax in nature. These rustic wooden houses are located on the coastline 
and lakeside of peninsulas and lake districts. Others lie deep inside forests, which are far 
away from permanent residential areas. Some designers built their home office in the for-
est; for example, the Kukkapuros. The Kukkapuros have a habit to sit behind their big 
windows, to observe the change of the time and seasons. They never change the natural 
surroundings, letting plants grow and die naturally. The Finnish philosopher Yrio Hirn 
describes the life situation of Finns that: “the enjoyment of pure and natural Aesthetics can-
not be absent in life” (Salminen, 2006, 26). The following three pictures are some art works 
happened in Koli, expressing Finns’ deep love for nature (Fig.4, Fig.5 and Fig.6). 
                                       
Fig.4, Fig.5 and Fig.6 Art works about the Finn’s passions for nature
When we talk about Finnish the viewpoint of nature, the sauna must be discussed. L.M. 
Edelsward said: “The sauna and nature are both key symbols of the culture; in part, they 
are key because they are linked” (Edelsward, 1991, 75). The sauna was traditionally com-
munal in Finnish villages and now the private sauna is extremely popular. The Finnish 
Sauna Society estimates: “three out of four people use the sauna regularly” (Konya & Burg-
er, 1973, 7) and that in “the new millennium our population amounts to 5.1 million Finns, 
and we have in our country 1.7 million saunas-one for every three people” (Helamaa, 2000, 
44). The sauna in Finland might also be seen as a way of returning to the forest. Tradition-
ally, the ideal site for a sauna is by a lake, sea or river, and the sauna should be built entirely 
of natural materials, such as wood, stone or rock. In town, people even like to buy a liquid 
with the smell of pine, put it in the water, throw the water on the stove and thus make the 
sauna smell of the Finnish forest. Perhaps the sauna is a little piece of the forest in urban 
Finnish homes, which helps urban people stay in touch with real nature. 
179 Communal cabins: they are open and half-open styles. Administrators always keep enough dry 
wood and hand tools that can be used freely. 
152
It is a very common saying that Finnish people respect and enjoy their inner worlds. 
Normally a person with this character does not easily share with others his or her private life, 
especially his or her naked body. But when they are with others of the same sex in a public 
sauna, Finnish people never mind to show their bodies, no matter how perfect their body is 
or is not in front of the eyes of others. They believe that bodies are natural. It is unnecessary 
to feel shy about nudity. On the contrary, if someone goes to the sauna in a swimming suit, it 
is unnatural. Finnish people think that clothes should be used in the ordinary world, but the 
sauna is the moment when people face each other honestly and naturally. This thinking is 
similar to that of Chinese Taoism: do not be restricted by outside materials (see Zhi, 1924, 81-
94). Without being restricted by outside materials, people may purify their minds, and com-
municate with themselves or others sincerely and equally. It is not strange that children were 
taught: “in sauna you must behave as if you were in church” (Virtanen & DuBois, 2000, 83).
Sauna is not part of the same cultural category as showers and baths. Karjanoja writes: 
“In recent decades, Finns have got made sauna parties a part of business culture, social-
izing in the sauna with associates after meetings” (Karjanoja, 1996, 39). This natural pro-
gramme became a ritual and cultural carrier, merging with everyday social life and Finns’ 
way of thinking.
4.2.1.2 The reason for loving nature
Where does the Finnish affection towards nature come from? Sometimes it is hard for them 
to explain. But I will still try to find some reasons. The first reason is the unique Finnish 
scenery and climate, both of which influence the Finnish aesthetic sense; for example, the 
flag of Finland represents the character of Finnish scenery: the blue colouring is said to rep-
resent the country’s many lakes and the sky and the white for the snow that covers the land 
in winter. Besides, the land is largely covered by forests of pine, birch, spruce and other tree 
species. An awareness of the national landscape and the dependence on nature provided a 
different framework for life from the urban cultures of central Europe. 
The nature of the Nordic regions and the extreme climate has forced people to learn 
how to survive the winter and to enjoy the short summer. A struggle with nature has led 
to a respect for it. Natural light has a strong aesthetic effect on Finnish people: there are 
the light nights of summer and the gray and blanketing darkness of winter. This has made 
Finns sun-lovers. In addition to professional designers, many ordinary Finns also like to 
take care of their own gardens or flowers on balconies. Although the Nordic country is cov-
ered with snow throughout the winter time from November to April, in spring each year, 
you will find many people in gardening stores. People want to dress their private spaces 
by doing “do-it-yourself” in this golden season.
The second reason is the special national culture and difficult times in history. Kalevala 
is a national symbol. The depictions of nature in it are better and more frequent than those 
of other epics. Väinämöinen, the first hero and immortal Trovatore was born in the water. 
The editor of Kalevala Elias Lönnrot (1802-1884) has said that: 
The residents in this country are living apart very far away from each other. So they prefer to 
look for partners and friends in nature. They imagine that all natural phenomena have their 
lives, feeling and abilities to speak. If someone came to a foreign land, the sun and wind would 
be his old friends. Happy person are looking for natural friendship also. (Sun, 1985, 7) 
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Elias Lönnrot was a person who had a great love of nature. He travelled by walking, 
boating, riding horses and sledding through the desolate swamps, forests, wet meadows 
and ice sheets. He had numerous adventures in nature. Both the content and editing pro-
cess of Kalevala are connected closely with nature. As Torsten Gunnarsson has said, “the 
Finnish landscape was a preeminent subject, whether alone, or as the setting for the myths 
of the national epic, the Kalevala” (op. cit. Weston, 1999, 62).
The forest is semantic in Finnish culture: the forest’s peace and solitude are part of 
the theme found in the cradle songs and laments that are unique in Finnish folklore. Juha 
Pentikäinen said: “Until the 1990s it was an eastern Finnish custom to make a memorial 
tree (karsikko) in memory of the deceased”. He points out: “Although a spontaneous con-
sciousness of the forest has faded among modern Finns, and their conscious attitude to it 
now reflects Western ideas of utility, on an unconscious level their relation to the forest is 
as it was before: the Finn hunts, exercises, skis, rambles and orientates in the forest” (Pen-
tikäinen, 1999, 121).
In history there were several wars in Finland and between Finland and Russia. Hun-
dreds of years of virtual isolation had taught people to trust their senses, rely on the work 
of their hands, to accept and appreciate the ways of nature. 
One more reason is the population moving from the countryside to towns. As people’s 
educational level was enhanced in the countryside, they can no longer find suitable jobs. So 
a lot of people moved to the towns and cities. According to Limar Talve, “by the beginning 
of the 20th century the number of towns had grown from the 33 of 1870 to 37, and by 1920 
to 38” (Talve, 1997, 279). Virtanen and DuBois describe that “by the turn of the twentieth 
century, Finnish cities were small; only six percent of the overall population of Finland 
lived in urban areas” (Virtanen & DuBois, 2000, 81). After World War II, labour efficiency 
greatly improved. Compared with the fact that in 1872 only 7.56% and in 1960 only 37% 
of the total Finnish population lived in a town, by 1970 the figure had risen to around 60% 
(see Talve, 1997, 279). 
Population movement meant that people left the forests farther and farther behind. 
They do not have so much time anymore to go into the forests. However, Finnish peo-
ple did not lose their sense of nature through migration. It can be said that most of the 
city’s residents’ hearts are still in the countryside since they have “rural roots” (Virtanen 
& DuBois, 2000, 82). They feel at home there; it is where they belong. This desire to live 
near the forest can be found in many Finns who were born in the 1950s and who were 
raised in the countryside. Many young people’s parents were farmers, hunters or fisher-
men. And, due to the influence of their parents with regard to lifestyle and affection, they 
too love nature. That is why, “Finns describe themselves as people of the northern forests” 
(Edelsward, 1991, 52), who have “just came out from the forest nowadays” (Fang & Chen, 
2002, 86). There is a famous case that demonstrates that the Finnish could not leave nature: 
the Garden city, Tapiola. It was built in the end of the 1950s, as a reaction to uncontrolled 
urbanisation, as Itkonen and Immonen believe that “the garden city is the cure for the 
steady deterioration inherent in urban growth” (Itkonen & Immonen, 1986, 7). The plan-
ners of Tapiola declared that “people are an integral part of Creation: their ties with Nature 
must not be severed” (op. cit. ibid, 15). In nature, away from the social competition, Finnish 
people can rediscover the real Finnish style of life of their ancestors. 
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4.2.1.3 The attitude toward nature in design
As Mirja Kälviäinen declares, “for a designer, taste functions as a translation from lifestyle 
preferences and orientation to products, so that certain consumer groups display products 
that correspond with their orientation or demonstrate, via exclusion, what does not corre-
spond with it” (Kälviäinen, 2002, 75). Finns respect all things natural; hence natural forms 
have always inspired the Finnish design. Sculptor Laila Pullinen says: 
I feel that I let the spirit of the material out when I find the language that it speaks. Stone, for 
instance, has the kind of magic that it cannot be chiseled against the grain. You first need to 
find in which direction it wants to be cracked. In walking around and sculpting and polishing 
the piece, I find the correct angle in which it will be responsive to my hand. The stone advises 
the sculptor through its own being. (op. cit. Sepänmaa, 2014, 49)
There are other examples of furniture design. In this August Stool, designed by Nikari 
Company (Fig.7), the forms of the three legs were taken from the shape of tree branches. 
Materials and design ideas were and are derived from the forms found in nature180. Fur-
thermore, designers have copied nature in their work in various ways to pass on the con-
cept of nature to the public. For example there is rustic furniture with the closest relation-
ship to nature. It also can be said that it is nature itself. Traditionally while a tree’s, trunk 
is used for buildings, the smaller naturally shaped branches are used for furniture (Fig.8), 
the handles of doors (Fig.9), or even the pillars of houses (Fig.10). Bertel Gardberg, one of 
Finland’s foremost silversmiths and craftsmen, believes that: “nature was the first shaper 
and designer for man. Long before a human being imagined what objects he could make; 
he simply selected from among the found forms in nature those which would serve his 
need” (op. cit. Gaynor, 1984, 67). 
Although this rustic form which is part ready-made by nature came from an unde-
veloped age, people are still happy to keep it because of their compensation mentalities. 
Ruskin had opinion that: “all beauty is founded on the laws of natural forms”. …“Forms 
which are not taken from natural objects must be ugly”. …“God has stamped those char-
acters of beauty which He has made it men’s nature to love” (Ruskin, 1849, 86-87). Ruskin’s 
opinion on nature was right, but too absolute, so that it became an obstacle to industrial 
development in Ruskin’s time. For example, being similar with Ruskin’s idea, when talking 
about Thonet’s chairs German architect and art critic, Gottfried Semper (1803-1879) deplore 
Thonet’s invention of bent wood as “doing violence to the material” (op. cit. Gombrich, 
1984, 50). I do not think he is right. His opinion is that to fear and respect the natural un-
conditionally. If so, none of the materials should be changed form, and then rustic furniture 
must be the best. However, in modern society it is valuable to achieve Ruskin’s idea to 
some extent. In the ordered social and family life, nature always nurtures beauty beyond 
the human imagination. Daniel Mack argues that: one of the enjoyments of rustic work is 
that “people do not expect this furniture to behave like other furniture, so the builder has 
an opportunity to gently or dramatically surprise the user with something quite novel in 
its dimensions or quite accommodating in its comfort” (Mack, 1996a, 142). Rustic furniture 
achieved, at its best, a brilliant richness of forms and a surprising virtuosity in putting to-
180 It was discussed in chapter 3 (3.2.1.4).
Fig.7 August Stool, 
product of Nikari 
Company   
Fig.8 Rustic Chair 
  
Fig.9 Rustic 
Handle, 
Joensuu   
           
Fig.10 Rustic 
Pillar, Joensuu 
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gether nature’s own shapes into an elegant and practical totality. Yet, as people come from 
nature in the most basic sense, human longing for a return to nature grows and becomes 
more and more significant with the deepening of socialisation. Therefore, natural products 
without too much artificial interference can easily bring out people’s original love for the 
products and comply with people’s deepest wishes, as Daniel Mack writes: “the rustic re-
minds us about the source of design elements and the absence of true. …A rustic table or 
chair can serve to soften the straight, sharp edges of a designer’s work” (Mack, 1996b, 25). 
4.2.2 Chinese Taoist thought on nature
The philosophy of Laozi and Zhuangzi were seen to be detached while Confucianism was 
positive in this world. If Confucianism was the direct source of orthodox characteristics 
in Ming-style furniture, Taoism was the direct source of the artistic features in Ming-style 
furniture, giving the furniture a bit spiritual romance. Taoism mainly is a view of nature. 
The natural beauty in Taoism contains three aspects: beauty from nature, purgation of the 
soul and obedience to natural law.
4.2.2.1 Beauty from nature
The literati have had a special affection for nature. In Analects of Confucius, Confucius said: 
“The wise find pleasure in water; the virtuous find pleasure in mountains. The wise are ac-
tive; the virtuous are tranquil. The wise are joyful; the virtuous are long-lived” (Chen, 1996a, 
109). Since the Wei and Jin dynasties (220-420), the natural scenery began to be regarded as 
the emblem of the literati’s talent and emotion. People started to appreciate nature inten-
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sively. This phenomenon can be said to be “a discovery of natural beauty” (Zong, 1997, 288). 
In that time, the growing popularity of Taoism made intellectuals start to think of enjoying 
themselves in nature as a necessary facet of the educated life. As a result, being reclusive 
in nature was seen as an ideal way of finding inner peace. From then this affection toward 
nature has always been kept in people’s hearts. Literati in the Ming Dynasty paid special 
attention to enjoying nature. The following two paintings of Ming Dynasty are the proofs 
of this statement (Fig.11 and Fig.12). They vividly showed literati’s leisure time in nature.  
                                        
                                       
Fig.11 Painting: Portrait of              Fig.12 Painting: Stories of Celebrity (section two):
Shen Zhou181 (part) (Chen, 2004, 136)            Appreciated Ancient Painting in Bamboo Forest182, 
               by Qiu Ying (Liu & Yang, 2002, 240)
A relaxed life could be obtained not only through hiding in the mountains and countryside. 
Since commercial development in the Ming Dynasty brought about a rich city life, “Escaping 
into Zen” mentioned above could be realised also in the city. The literati’s secluded life had a 
unique character: a love for the prosperous city and a change in their secluded life from the 
countryside to the city. For these literati, being secluded in the city was the great secluded 
life. In this way, one could be active in social life and also hide in his own spirit world at the 
same time like an amphibian. The literati’s self-spirit cultivation endowed their practical life 
181 Shen Zhou (沈周, 1427-1509) was one of the four most famous painters in the Ming Dynasty. He was 
born into an intellectual family with a wealth of books. He was never an official in government, but 
concentrated on painting and calligraphy. His whole life was peaceful and relaxed.
182 Stories of Celebrity (section two): Appreciated Ancient Painting in Bamboo Forest: 人物故事图，之二，
竹林品古.
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with an aesthetic and spiritual flavour. In this fashion, Li Yu moved to Nanjing183, a city big-
ger than Suzhou, implementing his mountain aesthetic taste into the city (see Yu, 1998, 464). 
Having both spare money and time is the general character of these literati. In the late 
Ming Dynasty, the law was relatively tolerant, so that even if some officials were dismissed 
from office by the government, or were exiled to a remote place, they still had enough 
financial ability to keep their good life standards, enjoying themselves in nature. This situa-
tion left the literati with the idea that: “being rich is not better than being poor; being noble 
is not better than being ordinary”184 (Xie, 2001, 314). Taoism advocates the concept of being 
idle. People who have Taoist thinking always said that: “nothing is better than being idle”. 
Only by being idle, can one observe and understand the ultimate truth of everything in 
the universe (see Chen, 2004, 651). At that time, the literati, who had the time and money, 
had the capacity to design their own life through high quality aesthetic pursuit. Usually, 
the literati spent their spare time in appreciating artistic items and antique things. The 
emergence of the Antique-and-curio Shelf at that time was closely related to the popularity 
of scholars in appreciating antiques and curio. The names of the books Zhang Wu Zhi and 
Xian Qing Ou Ji suggested their use. The former meant: treatise on superfluous things; the 
later meant: occasional enjoyment in a free mood. They were books about introducing and 
describing valuable but unnecessary things for the life of the rich and (or) leisure class; for 
example, antiques and luxuries, including furniture. Therefore, the furniture discussed by 
the literati was not only a necessity in daily life, but it was also a part of art which could be 
appreciated by touching and seeing it in the process of using it. The emergence of many 
private gardens, the mountain and forest scenery in city, was the true reflection of the 
change in the literati’s secluded life in the Ming Dynasty.
In garden design how did the literati realise their natural life in the way of Taoism? 
They arranged plants, used unusual rocks and water, had bridges in gardens, and made 
their gardens look like a piece of wild nature in the city center. 
It is easy to find the character of the curved line in these gardens. In garden building the 
basic principle was “water must be curve” (Inaji, 1998, 115). A curved stream amplifies the 
limited space in a garden and looks like a real natural scene. On the topic of a curved water 
line, I would like to introduce a poetic game of the literati here. When it was nice weather 
in the garden, they would sit beside the curved flowing water line one by one, floating a 
cup with alcohol in the water. The cup would move as the water was flowing. When the 
cup stopped, the closest person had to make up a poem and read it out loud immediately. 
Otherwise he had to drink the alcohol in the cup. This curved water line could be of a small 
size in a pavilion, or a big one such as that of a real stream. The literati killed their time by 
playing this elegant game with nature. In Wang Shizhen’s private garden, Yanshan Yuan gar-
den185, there were two places for this poetic game. This poetic game was described in many 
paintings by different painters such as Tang Yin, Wen Zhengming and Qiu Ying in the Ming 
Dynasty (Fig.13, Webpage, 3zitie (b)). Nowadays, people can still see these spots in the For-
bidden City, at the Tantuo temple and the Gongwang Fu garden (Fig.14) in Beijing. This Chi-
nese traditional game is kept alive also by the Japanese (Fig.15, Webpage, Travel Huanqiu). 
183 Nanjing (南京): a city in the Southern regions of Yangzi River.
184 Being poor and being ordinary did not mean being absolutely poor and ordinary.  
185 Wang Shizhen (王世贞): a famous writer in the late Ming Dynasty. Yanshan Yuan garden: 弇山园。
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Fig.13 Painting: Lanting Meeting (part), by Tang Yin
Fig.14 Curved water in Gongwang Fu garden        Fig.15 Curved water in Kagoshima
Besides building gardens, the literati paid attention to creating the environments in their 
homes. They preferred to make them natural and elegant. Li Rihua186 described his ideal 
studio like this:  
There should be a loft at the top of this house for seeing cloud and fog. This house should be 
surrounded by bamboo forest, to help make a breeze. A tall pine tree should be planted in the 
South on which the moon could be hung. Some old branches of plum blossom should reach into 
the window; grass and moss would be around the steps. (Chen, 2004, 351)
After the outdoor surrounding was described, he imagined the interior environment: 
books of Taoism would be stored in the Eastern room; books of Confucianism in the West-
ern room.  A table and Luohan Couch were laid out in the middle room as well as some 
other books and famous paintings. Even Li Rihua described his ideal lifestyle: eating rice 
and fish soup twice per day and drinking good wine and refined tea. The interesting thing 
is that in front of the door of his studio, there would be a body guard to deter vulgar people 
from visiting (see ibid).
Another example is from Zhang Dai187. Nearby his studio Buer Zhai188, there was a tall 
sycamore tree, plum blossoms and bamboos. Inside the room a piece of calligraphic work 
186 Li Rihua (李日华): a drama writer in the Ming Dynasty.
187 Zhang Dai (张岱, 1597-1679): a writer in the Ming and Qing dynasties.
188 Buer Zhai: 不二斋.
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was hung on the wall, with the meaning hearing the voice of autumn. The room was full 
of books. Leaves outside the window made the wall of the room look a green. Every sum-
mer, scent from orchids and jasmine drifted, even onto clothes. In autumn, different kinds 
of chrysanthemums contributed rich colours. In winter, it was good to see leaves fall from 
sycamore trees, to smell the scent of plum blossoms and to enjoy the warm sunshine in 
front of the window. Narcissuses could be a decoration inside of the room till the spring 
came. Zhang Dai said that he can stay in this kind of house without going all the year (see 
Tang, 2006, 121). 
These natural environments created by the literati in the city offered them both the hus-
tle and bustle of city life, and the delights of the countryside. However, the simple life they 
purchased was a kind of luxurious simplicity. Enjoying the beauty of mountains and forests 
at home was a pursuit for luxury, and required expensive materials. Because the leading 
power of the literati was in the Suzhou area, their preference was called Suzhou style, and 
it became fashionable. Ordinary people who did not have the ability to build a garden, en-
joyed themselves through miniature bonsai. Archives recorded how people made miniature 
bonsai that: “put small-sized mountain stones in a ceramic bowl or on a plate and put plants 
on the table. These small items are also full of natural flavour” (Xie, 1980, 71). 
The attitude of being close to nature brought by Taoism was also embodied in the lit-
erati’s daily utensils and toys. For example, there was a code lock with five wheels. On 
every wheel there were four characters. They could form a four sentence poem when every 
wheel showed the exact character. But this would not open the lock. Only if the characters 
were disordered in the required way, could it be opened. But, this is not the point; the 
point is the content of this poem: walking through a meadow in the spring; seeing a lotus 
in the summer; drinking chrysanthemum wine in the autumn and reading snow poems in 
the winter (see Chen, 2002a, 134). This example shows that even the practical utensil was 
cultivated with some elegant spirit. It was given the literati’s ideal of natural yearning, 
so that it became a toy for them to some extent. When he was in China, Carl Gustaf Emil 
Mannerheim saw that a regional chief executive played with two walnuts in his hand. He 
said: “During our long time talking, he had been turning the two walnuts in his hand. 
In China this is a very popular exercise for the hand and wrist” (Mannerheim, 2009, 24). 
Playing with walnuts in this way even is still loved by some old people nowadays. Besides 
the function of exercise, walnuts are toys for people due to their natural shape. Because of 
the constant hand contact with the surface of the walnut, a layer of wrapped slurry will be 
formed like that on the surface of old hardwood furniture.  
4.2.2.2 Purgation of the soul 
The atmosphere in classical gardens allowed people to retreat from the fiercely competitive 
and desperate world into their own world. This is the purpose of following the beauty of 
nature. It encourages people to look for their inner piece to purge their soul, which is called 
“fasting of the mind” in Taoism. Zhuangzi said: “Get rid of your distracting thoughts. Don’t 
listen with your ears, but with your mind; don’t understand with your mind, but with your 
spirit. …An empty and humble spirit may deal with all things. Emptiness is the “fasting of 
the mind” (Zhi, 1924, 26). In this way one can make his own world clean. Since the Southern 
and Northern dynasties (420-589), the ideal realm for appreciating art was to “judge things 
with a clear mind” (Chen, 1998, 350), by stressing the sincere spirit world of people. 
160
To get rid of distracting thoughts, one must learn “sitting in forgetfulness” (forget 
worldly concerns through meditation). Zhuangzi explained: “I smash up my limbs and 
body, drive out perception and intellect, cast off form, do away with understanding, and 
make myself identical with the great way of nature. This is what I mean of sitting in for-
getfulness” (Zhi, 1924, 54). Laozi had the same opinion: “The (state of) nihility should be 
brought and the stillness should be kept to the utmost degree” (Wang, 1935, 9). Nihility of 
the mind leads to quietness of behaviour. Only by keeping quite can one see inside of the 
mind. In The Story of Art, E.H. Gombrich said that Zen taught that: 
Nothing was more important than the right kind of meditation. To meditate is to think and 
ponder about the same holy truth for many hours on end, to fix an idea in one’s mind and to 
look at it from all sides without letting go of it. It is a kind of mental exercise for Orientals, 
to which they used to attach even greater importance than we attach to physical exercise or to 
sport.  (Gombrich, 1978, 108) 
Images of meditation could be seen in many paintings of the Ming Dynasty. For example, 
Portrait of Wang Shimin189 (Fig.16, Ouyang, 2011, 37) and Sunset and Lone Duck190 (Fig.17, 
Zhou, 2004, 86).
Fig.16 Painting:          Fig.17 Painting: Sunset and Lone Duck (part), by Tang Yin
Portrait of Wang Shimin  
The great wisdom and soul of art are born in the moment of forgetting, which is called 
“static observation”. Therefore, the nihility and quiet in Taoists is an aesthetic experience, 
a subject of the artistic spirit. Xu Fuguan said: “The typical opinion of Zhuangzi is com-
pletely purely artistic spirit; the ideal life in Taoism way is a real artistic life” (Xu, 2001, 
42). Therefore, being simple and quiet are the results of a “fasting of the mind” and are re-
189 Portrait of Wang Shimin (王时敏小像) was painted by Zeng Jing (曽鲸, 1564-1647). Wang Shimin (王
时敏, 1592-1680), an official in the imperial court, later quit and became a reclusive painter.
190 Sunset and Lone Duck (落霞孤鹜图) was painted by Tang Yin. The chair in this painting was Ming-
style Rose Chair. 
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flected in the simple decoration of Ming-style furniture. This simplicity could be analysed 
in two aspects: decoration without colour and decoration without decoration. 
As to decoration without colour, in Ming-style furniture there was a sharp contrast 
between the small complicated part and the big area of simplicity. Hence the visual effects 
were similar to the contrast between black and white. The artistic practice of the collocation 
of black and white bears the mode of philosophical thinking that everything divides into 
two, namely, everything is bifurcated by the two opposing extremes. In The Book of Change, 
“the combination of a category of Yin and a category of Yang are called the Tao” (Li, Qing 
Dynasty (a), 123). The meaning is that the successive movements of the inactive and active 
operations are called the Tao. Nothing can stand by itself without the dialectical unity of 
the two sides. For example: mobility vs immobility, firmness vs flexibility, increase vs de-
crease, virtue vs evil, and life vs death, etc. Black and white are two poles in the world of 
colour. Their relationship with nature is much more indirect, so they contain clear rational 
factors. This Rationalism is beyond concrete matters, but it is close to the universal truth, or 
as Juha Varto said that: the timelessness of truth and what is unchanged (see Varto, 2009, 
61). Laozi believed that “the rich colours cause one’s eyes to be blind; the rich tones cause 
one’s ears to be deaf; the rich flavours cause one’s palate to be spoiled. …Therefore the 
sages seek to satisfy the belly (rich content) but not the eyes (rich form)” (Wang, 1935, 6). 
The state of great colour does not depend upon the limited multi-colour. The nihility in the 
sharp contrast between complication and simplicity, as well as black and white, in Ming-
style furniture is the gracefully abstruse and tastefully profound.
Then what is the connotation of “decoration without decoration”? From the viewpoint 
of philosophy, Laozi hoped to find out the “constancy” as the foothold of life in order to 
obtain safety forever. He said: “Everything was born from nihility” (ibid, 25). The nihility is 
the so-called “constancy”. In The Book of Change, Wang Bi (226-249) mentioned an important 
viewpoint by saying that “extreme decorations are plain” (Fu & Cao, 1936, 39). Laozi also 
said: “The great sound seems to be silent; the great form seems to be formless” (ibid, 26). 
This is the realm of nihility, which is equivalent to the Tao or the “constancy”. Its charm 
does not lie in rich impressions and feelings, but it lies in its simplicity, which is the es-
sence of beauty. All things have visible forms, so we are aware of their specific existence by 
the means of their forms. Whereas Tao has no form, which cannot be seen by the eyes, be 
heard by the ears, and be obtained through fighting, the size and weight of things could be 
ignored. So we should feel it through our own conception. Because no tangible object can be 
taken as the object of reference in our visual measurement, the empty space seems to be able 
to have an unlimited capacity, through which the broadest connotation that transcends all 
the things on earth can be acquired, forming the formless “great form”. It is said in The Book 
of Tao and Teh: “It is on the vacancy within, which the use of the container depends” (ibid, 6). 
Laozi used a container as a metaphor: only when a container has the hollow space inside, 
can it be actually useful. This is what “less is more” means (ibid, 12), which by coincidence 
is the same concept that Modernists held191. Blankness by itself possesses two types of en-
tirely opposing potential properties: on the one hand, it is a sort of concrete nothingness; on 
191 “Less is more” could be understood in different ways by Laozi and Modernists, although both 
of them were demonstrated through the simple appearance of design works. Laozi’s “less is more” 
concentrated on spirit satisfaction, while the Modernists focused on letting more little men enjoy the 
products of modern design by thinking in a democratic way.
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the other hand, it is a kind of abstract being which is not limited by time. Then every form 
in this world should go back to the original simple state, as Chinese architect He Jingtang 
said: “Chinese culture has a long history. Its cultural essence is difficult to represent through 
a concrete image; it must be extracted from the overall” (Fang & Jing, 2012b, 18).
To sum up, decoration without colour and decoration without decoration refer to 
something non-material, and it seems are not easily grasped by our senses. I agree with 
Gao Jianping’s opinion: if the surfaces of things are something which could be grasped by 
the human senses, you can call them “this side” of the world; then some intrinsic things 
which could not be grasped by the human senses directly could be called “the other side” 
of the world. But “the other side” of the world is philosophically the closest and truest to 
the human being (see Gao, 2009, 190). 
Being influenced by this philosophy, since the Wei and Jin dynasties, two kinds of aes-
thetic styles were formed: “be fresh as lotus comes from water” and “be sophisticated 
decorations” (Zhong, 1937, 10). The rhetoric of the decoration such as the complicated 
carving and colourful painting is a kind of beauty, but they were not always considered 
the highest level of art by the Chinese. Being natural and simple was deemed the highest 
beauty. Ming-style furniture was a typical example of the aesthetic spirit of “fresh as lotus 
comes from water”. The space left in Ming-style furniture decorations has infinite possi-
bilities. A spectator’s train of thought may therefore not merely pause during the process 
of understanding the existing decorative objects, but may continue to roam freely among 
the space of the infinite. As Gombrich believes:
Here as always this projection needs a “screen”, an empty field in which nothing contradicts 
our anticipation. This is the reason why the impression of movement, and thereby of life, is 
so much more easily obtained with a few energetic strokes than through elaboration of detail. 
(Gombrich, 1980, 191) 
In this understanding the emptiness in Ming-style furniture played a kind of organised 
form, gaining the same or more significance. Gombrich understood Chinese art by using 
the concept of the screen: 
No tradition of art had a deeper understanding of what I have called the “screen” than the art of the 
Far East. Chinese art history discusses the power of expressing through absence of brush and ink. 
Figures, even though painted without eyes, must seem to look; without ears, must seem to listen…
there are things which ten hundred brushstrokes cannot depict but which can be captured by a 
few simple strokes if they are right…idea present, brush may be spared performance. (ibid, 175)
He continued that “perhaps it is precisely the restricted visual language of Chinese art, with 
its kinship to calligraphy that encouraged these appeals to the beholder to complete and 
project” (ibid). On this topic, Zong Baihuas said that: “the structure of a Chinese character is 
composed by the strokes of a brush and the blankness in which the brush is absent. Without 
considering the blankness, a calligraphic artwork could not be completed” (Zong, 1962, 67). 
The most prominent examples in this topic are the paintings of the Chinese literati. This 
will be discussed later in this chapter when I expound on the Chinese national character.192 
192 See chapter 4 (4.3.2.1).
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4.2.2.3 Obedience to natural law
“Fasting of the mind” and “sitting in forgetfulness” make humans retain harmony with 
nature. It is different from “being with nature harmoniously” which was supported by 
Confusianism. Confusianism asked people to obey their ruler because the power of the 
ruler came from natural destiny. But Taoism asked people to obey the natural law and not 
carry out their own ideas if it goes against the natural law. 
From the view of Taoism, people look upon the relationship between nature and ego 
as that of the intimacy between father and son. Therefore, the harmony and the organic 
interaction between man and nature have been taken as the acme of aestheticism. Human 
beings should be obedient to nature; and they should not be obstructed by manmade ma-
terials. Otherwise their behaviours are dangerous. In Taoism “doing everything through 
doing nothing” means, “The Tao invariably takes no action, and yet there is nothing left 
undone” (Wang, 1935, 21). This looks negative; it seems that nothing could be done by a 
human being. However, it is a positive way of thinking for human beings in dealing with 
their relationship with nature. After all, Taoists believe that both human beings and nature 
belong to one whole. As Hwa Yol Jung says: 
The Zen idea of harmony between man and nature is the coming together of the two as dis-
tinctive elements in their own right in the cosmic processes. The Zen idea of “man in nature” 
implies the principle of plenitude in nature, that is, each in its own way contributing to the 
making of the whole called “nature.” Harmony, therefore, is not the affirmation of the One but 
a unity-in-differentiation of the many, a unity of the Multiple. (op. cit. Sepänmaa, 1993, 131)
Zhuangzi put forward the concept of “natural freedom” (Zhi, 1924, 66). It means to do 
everything in a natural way and to respect the natural character of things; and then human 
beings can have the ultimate freedom, and get the best result. He said: “Don’t destroy the 
inborn nature with the enforced behaviours; don’t destroy the destined fate with affecta-
tions. This is the way of returning to the truth” (ibid, 125). He believed through doing 
naturally, one may approach the authentic and intrinsic realm where the great beauty ex-
ists. He even exaggeratedly said when he was dying that his disciples expressed a desire to 
give him a sumptuous funeral: “I will have sky and earth as my coffin, the sun and moon 
as my pair of jade discs, the stars as my pearls, and every natural thing could be my funeral 
object. The furnishings for my funeral are already prepared. Why do I need more” (ibid, 
262)? Therefore Laozi’s methodology of life seems practical: “Humans should take their 
law from the earth; the earth follows the trail of the sky; the sky follows the trail of Tao; the 
law of the Tao is nature” (Wang, 1935, 14). 
Besides paying close attention to their behaviours, the literati searched for the higher 
level of obedience to natural law from their inner world. They value their inner original 
voice, and the natural truth. In the Ming Dynasty, being influenced by Lu-Wang School, 
many of the literati upheld heterodox thinking and advocated individuality and liberty in 
the background of strict Confucian rites. They advocated concepts of “true selfdom”193 (Xu, 
193 True selfdom: 真我.
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1939, 2), “inherent quality”194 (Huang & Jiang, 2006, 80) and “unadorned personality”195 
(Yuan, 1936, 5) to release the natural characters of human beings. Li Zhi, a hermit Zenist, 
was a representative figure of them, and valued the character of “childlike innocence”196 
(Li, 1946, 110). Li Zhi deemed it true that so-called knowledge might mislead the childlike 
innocence. Combined with artistic and literature creation, the theory of childlike innocence 
reflects the sincere affection, true nature and individuality of humanity. 
4.2.2.4 The attitude toward nature in design
These currents behind Taoism taste were a significant impetus in design and handicraft in 
the late Ming and Qing dynasties. Laozi and Zhuangzi believed that nature and human 
beings are one and the same. Therefore, they advocated the highest aesthetic criterion of 
design and handicraft: whether they met the request of Tao and delivered the messages 
of Tao. Practically, meeting the request of Tao means being harmonious with nature. Then 
people pursued the aesthetic realm of “art achieved by human efforts but with natural and 
heavenly beauty” (Ji, Ming Dynasty, 1). 
At the beginning of Kao Gong Ji197, it states that a “good item can be made in the proper 
time, right environment, from good quality material and by smart skill” (Dai, 1935, 2). It 
was a principle for hand-making in Chinese ancient times, expressing the request of Tao. 
The “proper time” means to catch the natural or social opportunity to take the making ac-
tion. For example, the Literati and craftsmen took advantage of the Enlightenment and the 
Capitalism in the middle of the Ming Dynasty to create Ming-style furniture. Without their 
philosophical and economical support, furniture design and making could not develop 
to a high level. The “right environment” means to obey the requests of the surroundings, 
such as the climate and the aesthetics. Humidity and warmth are the characters of the 
climate in the Suzhou area. Hardwoods are suitable for making furniture there as they pro-
tect furniture from being deformed by the climate. The fact that the design and layout of 
Ming-style furniture matched the surrounding buildings and gardens demonstrated this 
aesthetic idea. 
When it comes to “good quality material”, the fact is that there was no lacquer on the 
surface of Ming-style furniture. It showed people’s respect for the natural beauty of wood. 
Good skills depend on the quality of the material to some degree. Hardwood, like Red 
Sandalwood, Huang-hua Pear Wood, Chicken-wing Wood and Mesua Ferrea were usually 
close-textured and not easily cracked, and so were suitable for carving. The smart skill of 
craftsmen means “making the plan comprehensive and making the skill delicate” to real-
ise the design item. The sense of a craftsman’s force can be preserved well in the carvings 
because the hardwoods are not easily worn from long time use. This is one of the reasons 
why the quality and beauty of Ming-style furniture can remain for a very long time. In 
Huai Nan Hong Lie198, there was a saying that “everything has its own nature and people 
must follow the nature of things in using them. Even the best craftsman cannot cut gold 
194 Inherent quality: 本色.
195 Unadorned character: 性灵.
196 Childlike innocence: 童心.
197 Kao Gong Ji (考工记): a book about handicrafts in the Spring and Autumn period.
198 Huai Nan Hong Lie (淮南鸿烈): a book about Taoism in the Han Dynasty. 
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into pieces or melt woods, because it is not in the nature of gold to be broken and not in 
the nature of wood to be melted” (Liu, 1937, 777). This showed the causal relationship 
between the nature of materials and the skill of craftsmen. The four factors above are not 
isolated from each other. They should be considered as an organic net in which they are all 
connected to each other. 
In the Ming and Qing dynasties, rustic furniture could be an exception. But it repre-
sented in an exaggerated way the natural design principle of Ming-style furniture. In the 
early Qing Dynasty, emperors loved Deer Horn Chairs, for example Fig.18 and Fig.19 (Li, 
2001b, 88) which are similar to Finnish rustic furniture. Fig.18 was made for the first em-
peror in the Qing Dynasty Huang Taiji (1592-1643), and Fig.19 was made for the emperor 
Kangxi (1654-1722). There are two significances in using deer horn as the material for mak-
ing chairs. First, it is the symbol of an emperor’s power. In Shi Ji199, Sima Qian wrote: “The 
Qin-state lost a deer and all the people from other countries want to catch it” (Hu, 1927, 
343). Later it became a metaphor of pursuing the highest power in this world. It is reason-
able that deer horn chairs were loved by emperors. Even more, those deer horns were 
collected by emperors themselves when they hunted. Second, some emperors and literati 
cherished the fresh natural taste in the palace where everything was strictly in order. This 
is a valuable affection of emperors, showing them as normal people, regardless of the posi-
tion they held. 
Li Yu said: “Laozi’s theory is a theory of encouraging people to do nothing against 
nature; my theory is for practical daily life. By using both of them, one may make an item 
perfectly” (Li, Qing Dynasty (b), 177). He designed the “Plum Blossom Window” by using 
natural tree branches (Fig.20, Zhu, 2008, 65). The same was written in Ke Zuo Zhui Yu200, 
a kind of incense stand made from the roots of date trees, which was popular among the 
literati and officials of the time.  They appreciated the beauty of wild nature (see Gu, Ming 
Dynasty, 94). 
                                                                     
Fig.18 and Fig.19 Deer Horn Chairs                                   Fig.20 Plum Blossom Window, by Li Yu 
199 Shi Ji (史记): was a history book written by Sima Qian (司马迁) in the Han Dynasty. 
200 Ke Zuo Zhui Yu (客座赘语): was a historical notes which was written by Gu Qiyuan (顾起元) in the 
Ming Dynasty.
Taoism emphasised that: “being skilled without the feeling of simplicity is redundant; be-
ing natural, even the clumsy thing embodies great skill” (see Li & Liu, 1984, 219). It is evi-
dent that Taoism does not reject manmade skill, but it must go with the flow.  
Pan Guxi holds that: “this trend of building gardens has further promoted the pros-
perity and development of furniture design-the most important constituents of indoor 
furnishings”201 (Pan, 1999, 13). It is true. Ming-style furniture and classical gardens con-
structed a heaven for traditional Chinese scholar-officials. The thinking of nature in Taoism 
was well reflected in Ming-style furniture. Taoism advocated softness. Laozi asked: “Can 
one as tender as a baby even he gives undivided attention to the breath and brings it to the 
utmost degree of pliancy?” (Wang, 1935, 5) Softness was deemed by Taoism as the initial 
state of life with unlimited potential. Laozi said: “The softness even overcomes the hard-
ness; and the weakness overcomes the powerful one. For example, from the viewpoint of 
physical power, there is nothing in the world softer and weaker than water, and yet for 
attacking things water are firm and strong” (ibid, 46); “newly born men and grass are sup-
ple and weak; after their death, they are hard and stiff. Thus…softness and weakness are 
the concomitants of life” (ibid, 45). Zhuangzi said the same thing: “A gentle and shy mind 
can bend a hard and strong one” (Zhi, 1924, 74). The nature of Taoism is extremely soft 
and flexible, easily bent and curved. Correspondingly, Ming-style furniture avoided sharp 
and regular geometric forms as much as possible, shaping the furniture with soft, simple 
and fluent curves, bringing out the full graceful beauty (Fig.21, Handler, 2001, 172, Fig.22, 
Fig.23, Webpage, 360Doc and Fig.24, Ouyang, 2011, 37).   
                                  
Fig.21, Fig.22, 
Fig.23 and Fig.24202 
Soft lines 
in Ming-style 
furniture
201 Furniture is seen as “the viscera of a house” by Chinese people. 
202 Portrait of Wuling Lingchun (part) was painted by Wu Wei (1459-1508, 吴伟). Wu Wei was a painter in 
the Ming Dynasty. He was an official in the royal court. But later he quit and went back home, living 
a free life as a painter.   
166
Ming-style furniture could be seen as the art which was distillated from traditional Taoist 
aesthetics. In his book Realm of Art, Zong Baihua has the opinion that in the realm of art, 
the human soul and the universe are purified and sublime, and one can reach and feel the 
heavenly universal level (see Zong, 1986, 69-73). As Juha Varto argues, “the bond between 
art and society has a contradictory character. Art is a kind of realm of freedom that society 
tries to tie down” (Varto, 2008, 71), it is worth noting that although Taoism was increased 
popular in the Ming Dynasty while Confucianism never lost its dominated power in social 
life. Confucianism advocated social human activity and held that “nature cannot be perfect 
without human efforts and decorations” (Liang, 1935, 270). Then Ming-style furniture com-
bined strength with tenderness; movement with quietness through adding natural curves 
in sharp geometric forms. The furniture as a whole provided a sense of tough, yet implicit 
bone-like strength. In this way, Confucianism and Taoism complemented each other. 
4.3  A coMpArison of nAtionAL chArActEr
National character is complicated, which means studying it is not simple. But the approach 
of induction in the comparative research method plays an important role here. In this way 
a variety of different people’s characters could be generously summed up into the follow-
ing genres respectively.
4.3.1 finnish national character: sisu and something else
In general public opinion surveys, Finns, “have a strong tendency to remain committed 
to their own nationality, without feeling themselves to be genuine Europeans” (Pesonen& 
Riihinen, 2002, 127). Pesonen and Riihinen record another survey in Finland that: 
Offered a broader range of regional identities to choose from, did not find the Finns interna-
tionally oriented either. The most common choices were the home town and the country as a 
whole, while very few identified with either the whole world, Western Europe, or the Nordic 
countries. (ibid, 128) 
The result of these survey shows that normally, Finns continue to understand themselves as 
not being European. Then it is quite possible to say that the Finnish have a unique character. 
As a stereotype, this Finnish unique character was always described as being sisu. Ac-
cording to Seppo Knuuttila’s record: “for the first time in a Finnish dictionary, published 
in 1826, sisu was presented as a derivative of sisä, or “inner”. Sisu was considered to be 
the same kind of word as sisus (“interior”)” (Knuuttila, 1999a, 292). It implies the inner 
strength of courage or daring, stubbornness or inflexiblity, single-mindedness or stiffness, 
stamina, raw, ruthless, indifference and patience. Sisu has been used to endure hardship 
and adversity. Former Soviet foreign minister, Vyachesvlav Molotov, once said about Fin-
land: “People are very stubborn there. …We were smart not to annex it” (op. cit. Chuev, 
1993, 10). One Finnish brand of lorry is called sisu, which was the first place I saw this word.
However, sisu is not a so-called stereotype. Knuuttila said that “the belief in sisu as a 
peculiarly Finnish phenomenon is not only a common-sense interpretation: it has been 
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wholeheartedly also supported by certain scholars of Finnishness” (Knuuttila, 1999a, 292). 
Sisu and the characters of Germanic people are very alike, which was described by Hip-
polyte Taine (see Taine, 2007, 64-68). Certain scholars hold that Finns were originally a Ger-
manic people who immigrated to today’s Finland (see Wei, 2003, 15). After a long period 
of development and purification, Sisu became the unique character of Finns, so it is not 
encountered among other peoples. For Finns it is difficult to explain this indigenous trait 
to foreigners, especially since the word has no equivalents in other languages, although 
nowadays sisu is one of the few well-known Finnish words in the world. 
It is safe to say that sisu cannot fully cover the Finish national character, especially in 
this peaceful and relatively rich modern time. Some Finn’s characters could be perceived 
in daily life: being alone, modesty and a sense of dry humour. They could be summarised 
under a general character, an introverted character, which is similar to sisu.
4.3.1.1 Being alone
According to my observation and some data, it seems that Finns enjoy their personal world; 
speaking is unnecessary. Ruchard D. Lewis observes that, “Finns are distrustful of ‘verbos-
ity’ and loudness” (Lewis, 2005, 62). In my experience Finns are not talkative. The typical 
figure is that of a mother pushing a pram whilst walking the dog in the street without 
conversing with the baby. Finns speak in a low voice, even in a noisy car; they sometimes 
cannot be heard easily. Besides, Finns are not very “touch-oriented”: their handshakes are 
short and their greetings are not accompanied by other reinforcing contact. 
The data203 on the Finnish living situation could suggest that Finns prefer to be inde-
pendent. It is the basis of the Finnish lifestyle and mentality. Many Finns prefer to keep dis-
tance from other people, furthermore from other houses, even from whole cities. Elizabeth 
Gaynor noted this phenomenon that:  
Growing number of rural families, living on farms set amid their own fields; also have a sum-
mer or weekend place elsewhere. Here is proof of the Finn’s need to detach himself from the 
concerns of everyday life and a desire to spend time in simpler and more natural conditions far 
from the pressures of the mechanized world. (Gaynor, 1984, 11)
Although Finns have jobs in towns they prefer to live in the suburbs if it is possible. There, 
they have a bigger living space, and their neighbours are further away. Sometimes, their 
mailboxes also are fixed one hundred metres away from their house. I have some Finnish 
friends who work or study in the city and have no farmland in rural areas. But they choose 
to live in a country house without a modern flush toilet. They would rather drive a half 
hour or longer per day to get to the work place. They said that many Finnish like this kind 
of isolated lifestyle because people want to escape from the crowded cities; even those 
as small as Joensuu (the number of population is 73,871, see Webpage, Väestötietojärjest-
elmä). In my eyes almost all Finnish cities are not crowded. 
203 In Finland, in 1995, there were 766636 residences of single persons, 652608 residences of couples, 
323921 residences of 3 person families, 278102 residences of 4 person families, 1103706 residences of 5 
person families and the number of residences of 6 person families was 49297. In 2004, the same survey 
showed that the number of residences were 942711 (single), 777790 (2 persons), 300491 (3 persons), 
242347 (4 persons), 97860 (5 persons) and 40892 (6 persons) (Wang & Zhao, 2008, 226). The residences 
of 3 persons or more are decreasing.
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The affection toward nature should be one important reason which leads to Finns being 
alone, being isolated from society to some extent. Yrjö Sepänmaa observes that “for Finns, 
the forest is a place of contemplation and solitude, a shield against the adversities of out-
side world” (Sepänmaa, 1996, 24). Finns’ affection toward the forest was shown evidently 
after the population movement due to urbanisation.
The other reason for Finnish people being alone could be the secularisation of Christi-
anity. The Finnish Lutheran Church suggests people focus on the self. Finnish appear are 
infrequent churchgoers. Instead of attending church service, some people prefer to stay at 
home and watch religious programmes on TV or listen to them on the radio for compensa-
tion (see Pesonen & Riihinen, 2002, 135). This is one of the ways of Finn’s isolation. 
Normally, being alone could be misunderstood as Finns simply being shy or unfriendly. 
In social life being quiet makes the atmosphere strained. But Finns have quite a soft under-
belly and they keep silent peacefully, enjoying silence even when they are sitting together 
and having coffee together. They just do not want to talk too much and deem this moment 
as one part of ordinary life. Being alone has taught people to think about their words care-
fully. I would rather believe that the character of being alone lets Finns be modest. 
4.3.1.2 Modesty
The Finnish have a strong mind inside but normally do not like to show off. One opinion 
supports that the modest Finnish character has a negative feature, which reflects Finns’ 
lack of self-confidence. Dutton recorded some of the respondents in a conversation: 
We have very low self-esteem because we were poor for such a long time. There was such ter-
rible poverty and then we were ruled by Sweden and then Russia and then we were in the Cold 
War. So we don’t really trust ourselves and we always thought of ourselves as the peasants, as 
the lower class. (Dutton, 2009, 75)
Although this opinion might hurt some Finns’ feelings, it still represents some Finns’ ex-
periences and their outlook, especially elder people who have longer life experiences and 
hold traditional thinking.  
In my opinion, I do not think a lack of self-confidence is a completely negative or critical 
expression; at least in difficult situations when Finns have had to fight with the extreme cli-
mate and difficult periods in history. In front of the big powers of nature and foreign politics, 
only a few things helped Finns to believe in their own abilities. Even survival was an aim 
which was difficult to achieve in that time. How did Finns believe they could get other things 
they aspired for? They must be careful and be humble in managing the difficulty. I believe 
this is an objective fact, which could happen not only in Finland, but also in China or other na-
tions. Finnish people do not dare to open their mouths unless they have gained high positions 
(see Torkki, 2006, 16). When people are more powerful, they have more discourse power. 
Being modest also came from the folk belief which was based on the relatively poorer 
agricultural civilisation. According to Finnish folklore, if a person boasts, it is possible that 
others will give him the evil eye of envy. Therefore, they do not want to be proud of any-
thing. Dutton argues that: “we cannot be happy that we have done something good. Even 
if other people say it is good we have to say, ‘Oh it is nothing’ and we have to think that” 
(Dutton, 2009, 157). 
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The democratic policy also makes people become modest. Juhana Torkki said that the 
attitude toward individual success is very different compared to that of other countries. 
Individual success is allowed only if it also benefits others. Finnish politicians try not to 
be too distant from the people, and try to be ordinary citizens. We are taught always to be 
humble, and to not think of ourselves. Too much rhetoric in speech is seen as being arro-
gant (see Torkki, 2006, 15-16). Being modest, Finns give words a greater weight: Loquacity 
is viewed with suspicion; Finns mean what they say and keep their promise. Therefore 
Finns are good at keeping an honest atmosphere in social communication. In the third 
survey of European values  (1999-2000), 66% of Finns chose option A: most people are trust-
worthy; 36% of Finns chose option B: must be careful to avoid being cheated204 (Dogan, 
2006, 193). This data told that the degree to which Finns believe in social trust held second 
place in the survey; almost to the same degree as that of Danish people.  
Of course, nowadays, some young Finns are different from the elder generations. But 
it is not difficult to feel the typical old character of being quiet and modest in Finns. Many 
Finns are still introverted, paying attention to what they are doing and preferring to speak 
less than more. 
In design being modest is in line with the thesis of John Ruskin and Adolf Loos, who 
had a revolutionary spirit in design. Ruskin thought that honesty is opposite to decora-
tion by saying: “nobody wants ornaments in this world, but everybody wants integrity” 
(Ruskin, 1849, 45). Adolf Loos even believed that decoration equals a crime (see Smith, 
2005, 13). They linked the issue of decoration to designers’ social mission with the colour of 
democratic thinking. Finns demonstrate their self-confidence through their products that 
are made of high quality materials and that function well.
4.3.1.3 Dry humour
From the content above, I have noticed that there is a tendency that shows the Finnish have 
a desire for being isolated and conserved. The traditional informal social rules permit the 
Finnish to smile and show surprise mildly. A good Finn should keep his face in repose, 
otherwise it is dishonest or an imbecile. But to my surprise, after being with them a long 
time, it is not difficult to find that Finns have a good sense of humour. Lewis’s words ex-
press my impression: “You should not be misled into thinking the Finns are gloomy and 
humorless. On the contrary, they are very interested in humor, in fact, they are hungry for 
humor” (Lewis, 2005, 162). In my opinion this contradiction in their national character can 
be explained by the natural cycle which means Finns in winter are not at all the same as they 
are in summer. This phenomenon produces a special Finnish sense of humour which is dry 
and deadpan, and which thrives on incongruity and paradox. According to Knuuttila, “the 
Finns can be described as masters of interior speech and soundless laughter. They have long 
been trained in this self-control and have learned their lesson well” (Knuuttila, 1999, 152). 
As I mentioned in chapter 2, Finnish modern furniture has also an entertainment func-
tion sometimes205. Jokes and a relaxed atmosphere show Finns’ sense of humour. Two ex-
amples are in the centre of Joensuu. In Fig.25, the steel curved lines changed the straight 
line of the lamppost. This bench looks soft and enchanting; actually it is hard and steady. It 
204 67% of Danes chose option A, and 33% chose option B. 
205 See chapter 2 (2.3.1.3).
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offers a place to have a short time rest. In Fig.26 this wolf in a suit has been sitting on this 
bench for years, waiting for his girlfriend whom could be any one nearby. It seems to be a 
quiet joke for people here. Romanticism and Rationalism should be two opposing factors in 
one design work, but they cooperate well in this bench, which demonstrates almost the per-
fect combination of the two. I believe everyone can see and use them with a smile. Someone 
could argue as to why these examples are unique, but not popular everywhere. Are they 
able to represent the humour in Finnish furniture? The answer is easy to be understood. For 
the user the feeling of humour is always unexpected. If most of the chairs contain a sense of 
humour, can the users still be sensitive for it? Especially when I compare it with Ming-style 
furniture, the character of humour in Finnish modern furniture is relatively prominent.
             
Fig.25 and Fig.26 Outdoor chairs, Joensuu
Aarnio’s design could be a proof to some researcher’s opinion about Finn’s humour which 
is still doubted by some people from their conventional viewpoint. Susanna Björklund said 
that Aarnio’s style is recognisable and could be called childlike and humorous (see Björklund, 
2007, 101). When she commented on the exhibition Pop Fantasies: Furniture Design by Eero 
Aarnio Linda Hales said: “The exhibition recalls a moment of optimism, promise and humor 
that enabled designers to create voluptuous tomato chairs and mushroom stools” (Hales, 
2005, no page). Sometimes it is not very difficult to make furniture funny and humourous. 
But the result in pursuing humour, is always the loss of rationality. Being humourous and 
romantic without losing rationality could be seen as one purpose of Organic Functional-
ism. Although Aarnio did not declare that it is his design principle, considering his design 
works, it probably is. His furniture is rich with visual impact, and its exaggerated form may 
be perceived by people earlier than its rationality. In his opinion, the two are not contradic-
tory. Although the starting point of his design is sensibility, to create a funny form, it does 
not mean he has no consideration for rationality in his design plan. It could be said that: 
he pursues delighted effect rationally. It is quite similar with Aalto’s “playing seriously”.206
Humour also can be part of the motivation and process of design. As Aalto once told 
his students: “When you design a window, you should imagine you girlfriend is sitting 
under this window” (Yang, 2011, 173). Sometimes it is not easily perceived by users if they 
do not pay enough attention. However, a sense of humour brought designer a good mood.
206 See chapter 3 (3.1.1.2).
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4.3.2 Chinese national character: being connotative
In the topic of “decoration without decoration” in 4.2.2.2, I discussed that the Chinese 
tend to grasp the essence of things. People are accustomed to drawing general principles 
or overall characteristics from mass of trivial things and use limited items to represent the 
infinite. The most important item is jade.
Ming-style furniture pursued the visual perception and tactile impression as good as 
jade. Exactly, the Rose Chair (chapter 3, Fig.50) had a close connection with jade not only 
with regard to tactile impression, but also in its meaning system. As early as the Neolithic 
age, people burned jade at the altar, and offered it as a sacrifice by thinking that humans 
could communicate with the sky, earth, and mysteries through it. For example, in Yue Jue 
Shu207 the same idea was mentioned: “Jade is a kind of psychic” (Qian, 1937, 56).  Yang Boda 
argued: “(note by me: the theory of jade) has made a significant contribution in Chinese 
civilization, national identity and the formation of ethics” (Yang, 2001, 60-61). Confucian 
philosopher Xunzi208 especially emphasised the natural attributes of jade and linked them 
to a gentleman’s character. He said: 
Jade can be compared to a gentleman’s virtue. Its smoothness and luster symbolise benevo-
lence; its fine texture and grains symbolise knowledge; its strength and toughness symbolise 
justice and upright nature without being harsh; exactly the manners and behaviours of honor-
able men. It is not easily broken, which correspond with a gentleman’s undaunted spirit; it 
hides neither flaws nor beauty, similar to a gentleman’s character. (Liang, 1935, 403) 
Xunzi found almost all the connections between attributes of jade and a gentleman’s char-
acter. Since then, jade became a typical symbol of a Confucian gentleman’s character. Xun-
zi’s concept was supported by other materials to comparing people’s virtue to jade earlier 
or later than him. Laozi thought: “the gentlemen wear common clothes, while have jade-
like gracious mind” (Wang, 1935, 42). He compared gentlemen’s deep inner cultivation to 
jade. In The Book of Songs, a poem was written like this: “when we talk about gentleman, it 
recalls us the smoothness of jade” (Jiang, 1934, Vol. 3, 78). There is a conversation between 
Confucius and his student Zigong. Zigong asked: “I have a beautiful jade. Shall I keep it 
in cabinet or sell it”? Confucius answered: “Sell it. I am also waiting for the buyer who ap-
preciates me” (Liu, 1935, Vol.2, 96). Here is a metaphor in the answer. Confucius compared 
himself to a jade with all its excellent qualities, and is preparing to be promoted as an of-
ficial in the government. In the dictionary Shuo Wen Jie Zi compiled by Xu Shen209 (about 
58-147) in the Han Dynasty, rose210 meant jade. Xu Shen summed up five gentleman’s char-
acters of jade: “benevolence, justice, knowledge, braveness and chaste” (Duan, 1930, 37). 
They become more symbolical. 
The concept of “comparing people’s virtue to jade” played a significant role in shaping 
Chinese people’s character. Zong Baihua said: 
207 Yue Jue Shu (越绝书) was a history of Yue-State in the end of Spring and Autumn period.
208 Xunzi: 荀子 (about 313-238 BC).
209 Xu Shen: 许慎.
210 Rose: 玫瑰 (mei gui).
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Chinese has always appreciated jade as the ideal of beauty. The beauty of jade is a kind of re-
turning to plain, coming from the most luxuriance. It can be said that all the beauty of art and 
even the beauty of people’s character tend to be with the beauty of jade of inner subtle flame, 
being extremely gorgeous but very plain. (Zong, 1987, 383)
Going a step further, Confucianism connected wearing jade with cultivating oneself. It 
was said in The Book of Rites211 that “gentleman should wear jade all the time unless for 
a certain reason” (Sun, 1930, 64). In ancient China, even the sound of colliding between 
jades is noble. Walking with sounds of colliding jades was a fashion to show the character 
of a gentleman.  In The Book of Songs the sound of jade was said to be like this: “a lady who 
wears jades walks together with me. The noble sounds of those jade are unforgettable” 
(Jiang, 1934, Vol. 3, 14). 
In writing, the word of jade was put before many things as an adjective to show their 
good qualities. For example, if translated directly, there are jade-like food, jade-like grill, 
jade-like silk, jade-like person, jade-like face, jade-like skin, jade-like wrist, jade-like teeth, 
jade-like body, jade-like standing, jade-like sound, and etc. Abstractly, jade-like chastity 
refers to the chastity in morals, implying that being a piece of broken jade is more valu-
able than being an intact tile; and jade-like smoothness refers to the beauty of benevolence. 
Consequently, the names of Chinese people are the noteworthy proof of the widespread 
recognition of jade. Countless people had their names with the word jade or jade arti-
cle. For example 217 famous people were mentioned in Shi Shuo Xin Yu212. There were 15 
names, about 6.9 per cent, which were connected to the mean of jade, such as: Yan, Lin, 
Jin, Zhang, Cong, Yuan and Huang213 (see Zhou & Hu, 1935). It was a big percentage. In 
the most famous classical novel A Dream of Red Mansions214, there were also a lot of names 
referring to jade. 
Jade in the eyes of the literati is fashionable, aesthetic, cultural and conceptual. For 
Chinese people the jade culture set the basis to form their national characters. One is 
the ideal moral quality; the other is expressing complex meaning through simple con-
cepts or visual objects. The expected accurate information needs to be figured out from 
background information or read between the lines. This is the characteristic of a high-
context culture. Chinese national character could be concluded as implication, modesty 
and golden mean.
4.3.2.1 Implication 
More often than not Chinese people, especially educated people, are used to detecting 
the significance which lies behind a phenomenon. In Ci Hai215 implication is explained 
as: “contains profound meaning, hides and is not exposed. Does not say the meaning 
211 The Book of Rites (礼记): one of the Confucian classics, and an important part of ancient Chinese 
books of laws and institutions. The book was edited by Dai De (戴德) and his nephew Dai Sheng (戴
圣) in the Han Dynasty.
212 Shi Shuo Xin Yu (世说新语) was a novel in which the anecdotes of people in the Wei and Jin dynas-
ties were recorded. It was edited by Liu Yiqing (刘义庆, 403-444).
213 Yan (琰), Lin (琳), Jin (瑾), Zhang (璋), Cong (琮), Yuan (瑗) and Huang (璜).
214 A Dream of Red Mansions (红楼梦) is one of the four Chinese greatest classical novels, which was 
written in the Qing Dynasty by Cao Xueqin (曹雪芹, 1715-1763).
215 Ci Hai (辞海) is the biggest Chinese dictionary.
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directly, but uses a euphemism” (Ci Hai, 1999, 876). Implication is a kind of veil with a 
hint. It hides a certain meaning of an object under its simple appearance. What is shaded 
is always the real affection. 
The literati believed that highly educated people should have the ability to express their 
minds in the way of implication. It was necessary in social life, and made them pleased in 
the appreciation of art. Paintings of the literati are good model of implication. Paintings of 
the literati refer to paintings which were painted by the literati’s painters and who did not 
paint for emperors and did not work in art institutes. Those painters were unprofessional, 
but with a high educational level. Their paintings were not bound by the so-called art prin-
ciple of an art institute but had their own styles (see Lu, 2010, 354).
Paintings of the literati had a special position in the history of Chinese art and for a spe-
cial reason. In Chinese history at the time of the change of dynasties, the literati and offi-
cials who had different political points of view to those of the establishment believed that in 
troubled times, being tough might end up destroying them, whereas being soft might insult 
them. Being soft, but with a strong mind, one may save power in order to manage things 
freely later. Then they had to deepen their roots and rest in perfection. They could not criti-
cise government or society directly but tended to express their political statements or their 
emotions carefully in their paintings by using the method of metaphor. This attitude made 
literati safe and calm in chaos. For example, Ma Yuan216, a painter in the Song Dynasty, often 
painted only in the corner of the canvas. The rest of the space was not filled, but left for water 
or sky. Therefore, he was given the nickname “corner Ma”. You never feel empty, but more 
when you see this painting (Fig.27) named Lonely Fishing on a Winter River: a fisherman much 
less interested in catching fish than in communicating with nature and meditating. The same 
kind of example was the monk and painter Zhu Da217 in the Ming and Qing dynasties. In 
his paintings, the main objects occupied usually only a small part of the canvas, but looked 
very powerful. Most of the time animals, stones and plants in his painting had angry eyes 
and restive shapes with certain emotions (Fig.28). Due to political pressure or for personal 
reasons, what the painters intended to express were not merely the items or scenery, but also 
the contents hidden in these paintings. In their paintings, both Ma Yuan and Zhu Da showed 
their sadness and anger at losing their motherland or political power since the change of the 
dynasties. 
In the book Facts about China there is a comment on the painter Wen Zhengming about 
his paintings of the literati (for example Fig.29): “The most profound expression of his 
character can be found in his pine trees and cypresses with their twisting, complicated 
branches, symbolising the scholar as well as presenting the artist’s emotions at that par-
ticular moment” (Ji, 2003, 178). The implication is a subtle beauty with high quality. There 
are still many examples of this kind, such as Tang Yin’s Sunset and Lone Duck (Fig.30). The 
left of this painting is an absence of brush and ink. This is not emptiness, but blankness 
according to the plan, a meaningful blankness. This layout of painting implicated that hu-
man being’s spirit went with wild nature, forgetting everything. The painting: Waiting for 
Immortals in the Ming Dynasty (Fig.31) is the extreme example of the implication.
                                                        
216 Ma Yuan: 马远 (about 1140-1225).
217 Zhu Da: 朱耷 (about 1626-1705).
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Fig.31 Painting: Waiting for Immortals, by Zhang Ling (Liu & Yang, 2002, 243)
Paintings of the literati emphasised the feelings of the painters. The literati pursued the 
sense of “putting the Xumi into a seed of mustard”218 (Li, 1992, 241): to perceive great ideas 
from a limited material form. Chinese thinking has been influenced by the literati and al-
ways prefers to look for a deeper meaning or the root of an object even though some objects 
have no specific meaning. One case may prove this. In January 2011, Chinese President Hu 
Jintao visited the United States. Barack Obama held a welcome dinner for him at the White 
House. Chinese pianist Lang Lang was invited to make a performance there. The music 
he chose is called My Motherland. In the next several days, this became a hot topic on the 
internet, because the music is the melody of the theme song in a Chinese famous movie 
Shangganling Mountain which was released in 1956. The film described the Korean War219 in 
which the Chinese were fighting with Americans. The Chinese discussed why Lang Lang 
chose this melody for this friendly occasion. What did he want to express? This being dif-
ferent to that of Chinese public opinion, the spokesman of the American Embassy said in 
an interview that they did not notice this issue.
218 Buddhism considers a seed of mustard a metaphor of a tiny thing. Xumi was a mountain in Indian 
mythology. Buddhism used this concept as a metaphor of a huge thing.
219 The Korean War (June 1950-July 1953) was a war between the Republic of Korea (South Korea), sup-
ported by the United Nations, and the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (North Korea), at one 
time supported by the People’s Republic of China and the Soviet Union.
Fig.27 Painting: Lonely Fishing on a Winter River (part), 
by Ma Yuan (Wang, 2006, 101)    
Fig.28 Painting: Lonely Bird, by Zhu Da (Yang, 2009, 124)
Fig.29 Painting: East Garden (part), by Wen Zhengming 
(Liu & Yang, 2002, 232)
Fig.30 Painting: Sunset and Lone Duck, by Tang Yin (Zhou, 2004, 85)
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Since the literati participated in the design and even the making of furniture, their phil-
osophic and aesthetic pursuit had a strong influence. Ming-style furniture was also called 
“literati furniture”. Yang Yao summed up by saying that: “the style of Ming-style furniture 
is elegant and implicit, exactly reflecting Chinese national character and consciousness” 
(Yang, 2002, 46). I agree with this opinion, and the following example of furniture demon-
strates it. 
Implication has an introverted direction, focusing on the inner world. The character 
of implication was apparent in the form of Ming-style furniture. Taking the screen and 
curtain as example, they contribute to people’s visual enjoyment and expectations. In his 
paper Travel Notes of Mountains and Waters on a Floating Raft220, Ouyang Xiu221 mentioned 
two types of pleasure, namely “the pleasure of the wealthy” and “the pleasure of moun-
tain-forest dwellers” (Ouyang, 1930, 42). Screens and curtains displayed literati’s “pleasure 
of the wealthy” which was in the mainstream of Confucianism, but hid their reserved life 
of “the pleasure of mountain-forest dwellers”; implied their vitality of life with a human 
sense and Taoistic aesthetics222. Screens and curtains reposed the literati’s lines of thinking 
and spiritual pursuit from daily life or work, making the soul wander freely for the time 
being. The Ming-style Alcove Bed (Fig.32, Handler, 2001, 156; Fig.33, Chen, 2006, 143) is 
another example of implication, expressing the introverted thinking in design. There are 
some facilities in it such as a mini corridor, two stools, a light, a dresser, and even a closes-
tool. The inside space was hidden by curtains and mosquito nets, forming a small room in 
bigger room. This kind of bed was people’s real world in the Ming and Qing dynasties. It is 
closed, independent from other space and is an unit suggestive of sanctuary. 
                                                                                  
Fig.32 Alcove Bed                                                                   Fig.33 Alcove Bed and other furniture  
As Ming-style furniture was called “literati furniture”, the Chinese traditional gardens 
were called the “literati gardens”. Methods of screening were used too. Chinese gardens 
220 Travel Notes of Mountains and Waters on a Floating Raft: 浮槎山水记
221 Ouyang Xiu (欧阳修, 1007-1072): a famous poet in the Song Dynasty.
222 See chapter 2 (2.3.2.4).
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are composed of an ever-changing variety and use contrast through the use of garden 
composition techniques known as “gardens must have screens” (Inaji, 1998, 115). Nice 
scenery should not be the first sight seen from the gate. Designers knew how to create the 
uncertainty and ambiguity to induce visitors to recreate according to their imagination. 
Thus visitors confirm the significance of their existence.   
There are some examples in the structure of Ming-style furniture of embodied the 
character of Implication. The Waist (Fig.34, Ecke, 1963, 145) is an unique structure in 
Ming-style furniture, being rarely seen in modern furniture. This twist and turn impli-
cated the reticent and introverted character. Another detail is the Hoof-like Feet of Ming-
style furniture. They curved inward with an introverted tendency. They look ready to 
run with considerable vitality, which manifested the literati’s character of being gentle 
with regard to outside behavior, but being strong inside the mind. The same visual char-
acter could be seen in some tables. Four legs were wrapped by horizontal rails (Fig.35, 
Fig.36, webpage, 360Doc). This structure restrains four legs united, and the whole shape 
could not be deformed easily by force or humidity. The small plate and the Bottom Rails 
under the two incense stands (chapter 2, Fig.42 and Fig.55) had the similar practical 
and functions. Meanwhile the visual character in these pieces of furniture endowed a 
retained taste. 
                                                                    
Fig.34 Structure: Waist     Fig.35 Structure: Hoof-like Feets   Fig.36 Structure: Wrapping Rails
The characteristic of implication showed in the detail of decoration of Ming-style furniture. 
In Ming-style furniture, all motifs of decoration have a symbolic meaning. Chen Wangheng 
claims that: “signifying some natural items and making them as symbols of some cultural 
meanings is an important cultural behavior…normally, the symbol and its meaning have a 
fixed connection, at least they can be understood in one certain nation or tribe” (Chen, 2007, 
66). This phenomenon is an expansion of Chinese “comparing people’s virtue to jade”.
From the Spring and Autumn period, people used other natural objects along with jade 
to compare to people’s virtue. For example, Laozi compared goodness to water: “Supreme 
goodness is like water. Water benefits every creature without fighting” (Wang, 1935, 4). 
Confucius respected pine as he said: “After the cold winter, you may see the pines are 
still green” (Liu, 1935, Vol.2, 107). He believed that a person should have a strong will. A 
gentleman with lofty aspirations should be as tough as the pines, having courage to face 
any hardship.
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During the Wei and Jin dynasties, when people were influenced by Taoism, people 
appreciated the beauty in nature increasingly. They chose many plants instead of jade to 
be the symbols of a gentleman’s characters. For instance, the plum blossom and chrysan-
themum only blossom in cold weather, the orchid is elegant with a mild scent of a gentle-
man, bamboo is always modest but strong, pine is tall and straight and the lotus is clean 
although it stretches out from dirty mud. There were some famous explanations by the 
literati on these plants. They sound like they were commenting on plants, but in fact they 
were talking about people’s character. For example in Shi Shuo Xin Yu, the great calligra-
pher Wang Ziyou (about 338-386)223 said: “How can I live without bamboo, even for only 
one day” (Zhou & Hu, 1935, Vol. 2, 96)? With the same affection for bamboo, Su Shi said: 
“I would like to eat without meat rather than live without bamboo. Because eating without 
meat only makes me become thinner, but living without bamboo diminishes my taste of 
aesthetics-it is hopeless” (Yan, 1930, 107). 
In the Tang Dynasty, people believed that pine had the character of being loyal and had 
chastity. It would never bend or break under pressure. The poet Meng Jiao (751-814)224 said 
in his poem: “Pine will not change till death, being green in hard situation for thousand 
years. It just likes a strong man, being in poverty but with strong mind” (Meng, 1949, 39). 
In the Song Dynasty, lotus was endowed with a good meaning by Zhou Dunyi in his 
essay Love Lotus225: “It is clean although stretching out from dirty mud; it is not coquettish 
although playing with water; the stem is empty inside and straight outside, never relying 
on something else by rattan; its mild smell spreads far away; it stands up elegantly” (op. 
cit. Liang, 1994, 88). 
All of these plants are the symbols of an unyielding mind and distinguished thinking. 
Even more, three durable winter plants, pine, bamboo and plum blossom, were seen as 
“three friends in winter”; plum blossom, orchid, bamboo and chrysanthemum were called 
“four gentlemen in plants” (see chapter 2, Fig.85-Fig.89). They have been actively used 
in the paintings of the literati and poetries. The literati compared people’s virtue to these 
plants for building the ideal character structure and promoting personal improvement. For 
Chinese, one aspect of the wisdom is the constant awareness of the symbolic meaning ex-
pressed in a concrete happening. This gives significance and dignity to all daily furniture.
There is another series of motives different from the natural items in decoration of 
Ming-style furniture. That is stationeries (Fig.37). Normally those objects such as brush 
and brush pot and folding fan are not looked at as beautiful items by people, but they are 
still popular in decoration because they were closest utensils in a scholar’s life. These pat-
terns gave furniture a flavour of good cultivation, and thus refined the taste in furniture. 
With limited modelling ability in that time, the visual beauty of patterns of this topic is not 
as good as that of plants, but the symbolic function of these patterns is more powerful than 
their decorated function. 
Chinese traditional decorative art confused the spirits of Chinese art and national char-
acter, making decoration socialised and ethical. So that decorative art reflected the highly 
social and cultural spirit. This became the paradigm of ancient Chinese aesthetics. 
223 Wang Ziyou: 王子猷.
224 Meng Jiao: 孟郊.
225 Love Lotus (爱莲说) was written by Zhou Dunyi (周敦颐, 1017-1073).
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Fig.37 Decorative pattern: Stationeries
4.3.2.2 Modesty 
Both Confucianism and Taoism deem modesty a virtue which lets one make progress con-
tinuously. Confucius said: “It is good for a person who has good talent to consult one 
who has no good talent; a person who has rich knowledge to consult one who has no rich 
knowledge” (Liu, 1935, Vol.2, 62). This is an attitude of humility. People without good 
talent or rich knowledge are still valuable. One always can learn something from them. 
Laozi said: “I have three treasured things: kindness, frugality and shrinking from taking 
precedence of others” (Wang, 1935, 41). Shrinking from taking precedence of others is not 
fear, but modesty. People should not be complacent. If one thinks he knows nothing; he 
will have motivation to study more. Li Le226 pointed out that “if a man boasts, it is not for 
him to have good future” (Li, 1986, 595).
Not only is it reflected in people’s talking and behaviour, but modesty is reflected in 
their attitude to wealth. Based on the Capitalism of the Ming Dynasty, the social fashion 
had a tendency to be luxurious. On the one hand, people looked forward to a good mate-
rial life, trying to get quality clothes and food; on the other hand, although the traditional 
modest values were challenged by this tendency, it is still powerful in social life, controlling 
people’s talking and behaviour (see Chen, 2006, 149). Actually this economic social back-
ground made the traditional modest values more valuable, and this advocation became 
more prominent. The literati of that time avoided showing their property but tried to get the 
“taste of great man”227 which was being elegant and simple. Li Yu’s said: “Even being rich; 
people’s houses should not be too big. The size of a house must match the need of the users” 
(Li, 1992, 155). I believe that the change from being simple to being luxurious could be seen 
as the result of social economic progress; however, the change from being luxurious to being 
simple could be seen as the change of people’s pursuit from a material life to an artistic life. 
The following words of Zhuangzi discuss about modesty from the view of art creation 
and philosophy: “The purpose of a speaker is to express his meaning. Once the meaning 
has been gotten through, the audience should forget the speaker’s words” (Zhi, 1924, 219). 
Since this purpose has been achieved, the “approach” which was used to approach the 
purpose should be forgotten. Using this opinion with regard to paintings of the literati, for 
226 Li Le (李乐): a writer in the Ming and Qing dynasties.
227 Taste of great man: 大家风味.
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example the purpose of a painter is what the painter wants to let people know from the 
form of this painting. If the painter is able to express his thinking in a simple way, he never 
uses a complicated way with a complicated form. As the “speaker’s words” and the “form 
of the painting”, the decoration in furniture was seen to be the “approach”, and it should 
be given up. This shows that the simple decoration in Ming-style furniture is by no means 
humdrum with regard to material, but is rich in content and spirit. 
From the aspect of technology, being modest is the Chinese survival wisdom. The 
tenon-and-mortise structure in Ming-style furniture reflects the feature of modesty. These 
structures are very complex (including numerous parts), but nothing can be seen from the 
smooth appearance of the furniture. Chinese always believe that people who are skilled 
do not need to dispute about it; the disputatious are not skilled. Taoism even went further: 
“great skill seems clumsy; great eloquence seems stammering” (Wang, 1935, 28). With a 
tenon-and-mortise structure, furniture could be installed and dismantled repeatedly, but 
because of the seamless and modest surface of furniture it is not easily done by a layman. 
As Laozi said: “One can be saved from damage if he does not fight” (ibid, 5), meaning by 
being modest, one will have a longer life. 
These opinions of modesty held by both Confucianism and Taoism influenced Chinese 
people, and became the essence of Chinese traditional culture. Throughout history it sel-
dom happened that Chinese people recommended themselves for promotion. Although 
one believes he is excellent enough, he still says he needs make more progress. Sometimes 
Western people think that the Chinese do not have enough confidence and courage due to 
the modesty of the Chinese.
4.3.2.3 Golden mean
Chinese always like to be in the moderate position. From a geographical point of view, 
they believed that China was located in the centre of this world. Even the name China 
has the meaning “the country in the centre”. For this reason Matteo Ricci recorded in his 
apostil that: “When Chinese saw our map, they were confused why their country was not 
in the center of the map, but at the far eastern edge” (Ricci & Trigault, 2010, 6). Later Mat-
teo painted a new map for the Chinese respecting their views, putting China in the centre. 
Nowadays, Chinese people recognise their previous mistakes and cite them as a joke. 
As a moral concept, the golden mean was particularly advocated by Confucianism. 
Literally, Confucius only mentioned this concept one time in The Analects of Confucius by 
saying: “How transcendent is the moral power of golden mean” (Yuan, 1943, 12). But the 
doctrine of the golden mean was discussed in this book many times, and it ran through all 
of his thinking. Simply put, the golden mean means justice and fairness in ethics. 
In philosophy, Confucius emphasised the golden mean in order to prevent people from 
going to extremes. In contrast to excess and shortages, the golden mean means to be in the 
middle, to be mild, i.e. moderation. Moderation was mentioned in Shang Shu228: “Going 
beyond is as wrong as falling short” (Kong, Han Dynasty, Vol.7, 74). In the Ming Dynasty, 
Xu Wei229 expounded this opinion: “it is not proper to put on an elder’s clothes if you are 
228 Shang Shu (尚书) was the earliest history book of Confucianism.
229 Xu Wei (徐渭, 1921-1593): a painter and writer in the Ming Dynasty. He was born in Shaoxing which 
belongs to the Yangzi Delta as Suzhou, and was the area where the Lu-Wang School had a strong 
influence.
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a child or to put on a normal size person’s clothes if you are a dwarf” (Xu, Ming Dynasty, 
143). It also can be understood like this: to say too much is as bad as too little, and to make 
one’s point complicated is as bad as to make it too simple. This is Chinese wisdom for de-
liberating or managing life. 
Confucians tend to mediate between the opposite poles in order to keep moderation 
and harmony. There are two ways to approach the moderation between them. One way is: 
“A and B” (if A and B are the opposite poles), meaning to use character of B to make up 
for A, and vice versa. For example “nine virtues” were emphasised in Shang Shu that: “be 
powerful and careful; be soft and confirmed; be easy going and responsible; …be strict and 
gentle, be strong and popular” (Kong, Han Dynasty, Vol.4, 18). In these pairs, contradic-
tory things complement each other to reach the best situation. The other way is: A but no B 
(if B is the extreme A), meaning to restrain A from going to B, for example: “be staunch but 
not stubborn; be simple but not arrogant” (ibid, Vol.1, 11); “be straight but not reckless; be 
soft but not aggrieved; …be sad but not depressed; be happy but not dissolute; …to donate 
but to live; to take but not be greedy” (Du & Lin, Qing Dynasty, Vol.32, 414). In all of this 
pairs the golden mean worked well to limit A goes to the extreme.  
This kind of trade-off is for a moderate degree, as Chen Wangheng mentioned “the prop-
er attitude in right positions” (Chen, 1998, 81). Li Zehou even believed that this concept of 
moderate degree should belong to the research areas of historical ontology of anthropology 
(see Li, 2003, 8-16). In a macroscopic view, The Book of Change explains that being in the mid-
dle contains the subjective consciousness of people being in the center of the universe (see Fu 
& Cao, 1936, 25). This opinion expressed the specifically respectful and subjective position of 
humans in Confucianism, it reflected the Chinese self-consciousness and Confucian politi-
cal consciousness, and it incarnated a strong cohesion and solidarity in the Chinese people. 
Abiding the golden mean, people may approach the purpose wisely. For example, Xu 
Guangqi230 had good Chinese traditional education; furthermore, he was influenced by 
Western natural sciences by Matteo Ricci. He used the principle of golden mean to manage 
the two parts of knowledge, so that his thinking was often able to avoid being one-sided 
(see Sun, 2009, 130-134). The most important contribution of Xu was his thinking with re-
gard to reform in the agricultural and handicraft industry and reform in the military and 
weapons. In Xu Guangqi’s experience, having a connection with Matteo Ricci helped him 
to establish a scientific spirit which is significant in the Enlightenment sense both in scien-
tific methodology and culture. The Enlightenment thinking with which Xu Guangqi agrees 
is the expression of the golden mean. Donglin School did not limit itself to the Cheng-Zhu 
School or “escaping into Zen” but advocated “useful knowledge”231. Thus what happened 
in that time was the cooperation between metaphysics and practical knowledge which is 
based on mathematics and between scholars and craftsmen. Liang Qichao232 claimed that: 
“after that, scholars’ interests in mathematics and useful knowledge could be inspired by 
Matteo Ricci and Xu Guangqi strongly” (Liang, 1985, 9). This is a very fair argument. 
230 Xu Guangqi (徐光启, 1562-1633): a politician and scholar in the Ming Dynasty. He was the first 
vice-minister in the Ming Dynasty and one of the pioneers of cultural exchange between China and 
Western countries. His idea was influencial in his time.
231 See chapter 3 (3.1.2.1).
232 Liang Qichao (梁启超, 1873-1929): a Chinese scholar, journalist, philosopher and reformist. He lived 
during the late Qing Dynasty and early Republic of China (1911-1949).
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In Confucianism, golden mean was used in evaluating gentlemen. It had a significant 
effect in forming the ideal personal character. The meaning of gentleman refers to those 
people with firm moral principle, elegant and proper manner. Confucius stressed: 
For a person if his natural character dominates his educated manner and refined appearance, he 
is coarse; if his educated manner and refined appearance dominates his natural character, he is 
hypocritical. Only if the two aspects make a balance in one person, can he be called gentleman. 
(Yuan, 1943, 21) 
When it comes to furniture, in detail, the golden mean was reflected by the proper visual 
beauty and the proper connotative beauty in its design. On the one hand, in visual beauty, 
both natural character and artificial decoration are important. Proper decoration in Ming-
style furniture is a moderate beauty. It is modest yet not monotonous, keeping the natural 
beauty of materials; refined yet not complex, pursuing man made beauty to certain extent. 
On the other hand, in connotative beauty, the literati’s inner spiritual qualities led to the 
appearance of Ming-style furniture properly, for example the simple and modest design 
of the Rose Chair. The Rose Chair not only resembled a jade-like gentleman’s character in 
gentle appearance, but also reflected jade-like urbane nature implicitly, unifying the two 
aspects of the concept of jade as the standard of Confucius’ gentleman. The Rose Chair had 
a simple frame and uniquely elegant shape. In its pursuit of harmony, the back board and 
armrests of the Rose Chair are vertical with a seat plate, generally lower than window sills 
and tables, vastly different from a chair with a protruding high back and furniture with 
sharp edges and corners. It shows that the Rose Chair agreed with the ideal national char-
acter of modesty and gentleness advocated by Confucianism. A gentle and serene outside 
beauty can be observed from the natural attributes of the Rose Chair, while inner strength 
and courage were implicated in its social connotations. These two aspects were exactly the 
nature and virtue represented by jade. With a low-profile in appearance, the Rose Chair 
attained greatness in ordinary performance, showed a noble temperament in a stable shape 
and expressed the world view it stood for and upheld without exaggeration. 
In Ming-style furniture, golden mean also was reflected in the balance of the thinking 
of Confucianism and Taoism. Confucianism and Taoism left deep marks on the Chinese 
national character. Confucianism focused on positive and mannered life mundanely. Tao-
ism is relatively relaxed, emphasising the spiritual environment, and put less emphasis on 
the physical manifestation. Being a cultural carrier, Ming-style furniture made an essential 
contribution to Chinese people in achieving beauty daily life in and art. So the form of fur-
niture contained a profound traditional culture, conveying people’s obedience to a feudal 
ethical code and their natural yearning for freedom.
4.4  coMpArAtiVE AnALysis of cuLturAL MEAning systEM
In this chapter the aspects of social ideology, aesthetical characteristic and the national 
character were discussed. As table shows, one difference and two similarities between the 
two cultures emerged. 
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Table 1
items Main similarities description
finnish 
modern furniture
chinese 
Ming-style furniture
Main social 
ideology  
· democracy
- system of equality
· feudalism 
- system of hierarchy
· democracy to limited extent
Aesthetical 
characteristic
· respecting and   
loving nature
· love wild nature
· obedience to natu-
ral law
· pursuing natural 
truth of humanity
· loving nature
· enjoying life in na-
ture naturally
· loving nature
· purgation of the soul
· obedience to natural law
· enjoying life and spirit in 
nature specially
National 
character
· introverted char-
acter
· having inner peace 
and persistence 
· value their private 
family life 
· nostalgia
· modesty
· being alone
· modesty
· dry humour
· low-context culture
· implication
· modesty
· golden mean
· high-context culture
4.4.1 Different attitude towards social ideology
The democratic system in Finland has been in place for a long time. But in China, until the 
time of Ming-style furniture, feudalism had been in place for several thousand years. These 
two ideological approaches are reflected not only in a political way, but also in daily life. 
Even more so, they are are visible, detailed and rooted in people’s consciousnesses. Leea 
Virtanen and Thomas DuBois said: “In Finland…children were expected to show obedi-
ence early and independence only later in life” (Virtanen & DuBois, 2000, 72). Finns could, 
or should, be independent from their parents one day when they become adults.  This is 
the basis of equality in the family. But in feudal society, Chinese people must obey their 
parents as long as their parents are still alive. This hindered the development of a healthy 
independent personality for young people. This obedience without doubt is called “un-
wise obedience” by modern Chinese whom start to self-exam. One small detail reflects well 
the concept of the patriarchal system in China and the concept of the equality of democracy 
in Finland: in China even now, calling parents and elders by their names is outrageous. But 
in Finland, this is common, and accepted by people.
These kinds of different concepts and practices can influence even control designers’ 
minds imperceptibly. For example, as with Aalto’s idea of the “little man”, he articulated 
new, non-hierarchical compositions to serve democratic ends. Yrjö Kukkapuro and Eero 
Aarnio have a similar opinion, to design functionally, relatively cheaply and for common 
people. Chinese Ming-style furniture expressed the Chinese feudal ethical code such as the 
symmetrical layout of Ming-style furniture.
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Being based on different social ideologies, it is still not difficult to discover some impor-
tant similarities between the two kinds of furniture. One of these similarities came from the 
struggle for democracy by the Chinese people. Although Confucianism still occupied the 
dominant position, as it still does, there was Enlightenment thinking and a budding capi-
talist theory in the Ming Dynasty. Furthermore, the democracy and the spirit of fairness in 
Taoism were especially valuable in that feudal society. Although Ming-style furniture did 
not completely carry democratic thinking, it was the wish of the literati, being performed 
in a quiet and soft way. It is notable that the phenomenon of “escaping into Zen” at that 
time allowed Taoism to develop, which caused a positive impact on the design and manu-
facture of Ming-style furniture.
As follows, there are three similarities that dominated the furniture’s aesthetic charac-
ters. 
4.4.2 Similar attitude towards nature 
There is a deep affection toward nature in the hearts of the Finns and Chinese. The ten-
dency toward nature is showed by people’s names in the two countries. Many names 
about nature can be seen on the Finnish calendar233 (see Saarelma, 2007). There is no such 
name list in China. But the percentage of names associated with nature is estimated also 
to be high, especially with regard female names. For example, about 80% of my mother’s 
colleagues have names related to nature234. Those names tend to relate to the weather 
condition, natural scenery, plants and beautiful or powerful animals. This tendency was 
especially strong before the China’s Cultural Revolution. A name will be with a person 
for the whole of his or her life. It is very important in one’s life. Therefore, a name is a sort 
of good wish present by parents for the next generation, and it reflects parents’ think-
ing. Quite often a name shows the owner’s character through psychological implications. 
This tendency of giving a natural name can be seen as a culture character in both Finland 
and China.
The love towards nature in Taoism and Finns’ natural feelings are almost the same. 
First, love wild nature. Yrjö Sepänmaa describes the different opinions on wild nature be-
tween Western nations and Eastern countries:
Taken generally the disparagement of wild nature is characteristic of the Western and espe-
cially European, tradition; in Japan and China the admiration of wild nature, especially of 
mountain landscape, is ancient. (Sepänmaa, 1993, 121)
233 In Finland, every day is someone’s “name day”. Normally parents chose names for their children 
from the name list on the calendar, for example: Lilja (lily), Marja (berry), Meri (sea), Kirsi (cherry), 
Kielo (lily of the valley), Minttu (mint), Pilvi (cloud), Pinja (pine), Onerva (hay), Kukka (flower), Pyry 
(snow), Ohto (bear), Vesa (sprout), Visa (birch), Kaisla (reed), Vadelma (rasberry), Rosmariini (rose-
mary), Virva (fire), Tuuli (wind) and so on. According to Nimi Lapselle, on the calendar of 2007, there 
were 795 names in total. Of these 82 were connected with nature. This accounts for about 10 per cent 
of the names in total.
234 My mother was working for a big textile factory. More than 90% of people working there were 
women. Most of them have names such as Qiuqu (秋菊, means autumn chrysanthemum), Dongmei 
(冬梅, means winter plum flower), Lazhi (腊枝, means winter tree branch), Lianxiang (莲香, means 
scent of lotus), Cuie (翠英, means green flower), Yuncai (云彩, means cloud) and so on.
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For Chinese wild nature is not horrible. It is a big home for everyone to grow up and to en-
joy, feeling the value of life. Being different to traditional European’s attitude of disregard-
ing the original nature, the farming culture let Finns retain their passion for wild nature. 
This could be seen in the design of the outdoor landscape. After World War II, although 
the famous landscape designer Jussi Jännes (1922-1967) made the Finnish landscape design 
out of the mere imitation of nature, very few Finnish landscape designers inherited his 
style. After the 1970s, and even today, Finnish landscape design still continues to imitate 
nature. It reflects the Finnish wilderness, and is the subordinate body and complement of 
nature. Imitating nature requires the changing of nature to a limited extent, as Elizabeth 
Gaynor said: 
Outdoors, a less-is-more philosophy means framing the landscape in pleasing ways, creating 
places to enjoy the view, rather than altering the terrain or planting gardens judged grand by 
European or American definition. (Gaynor, 1984, 156)
In the design of gardens and the landscape, designers try to describe natural form; then in 
furniture designs, they try to conceive the natural spirit, feeling the performance process 
of nature. Although there are some pieces of rustic furniture, the Finnish and Chinese de-
signers just express their affection of loving and understanding nature in this extreme way. 
Nature has a magic effect in design, as Periäinen says: “Nature gives numerous creative 
insights, which can be most useful to the explorer who knows her language and owns a 
keen eye” (Periäinen, 1990, 41). 
Second, obey natural law. Human nature is a part of the nature of the universe. In both 
Finnish modern furniture and Chinese Ming-style furniture the thought of letting human 
nature free and obeying its requirements have been shown. In chapter 3, when the harmo-
nious relationship between Finnish modern furniture and its surroundings was discussed, 
I mentioned that Aalto believed that chairs belong to walls, walls belong to roofs and roofs 
belong to the sky235 (see Webpage, Wu). That means all of them have an inner relationship. 
Ultimately, nature controls every image. Their views are consistent with Laozi’s opinion: 
“Humans should take their law from the earth; the earth follows the trail of the sky; the sky 
follows the trail of Tao; the law of the Tao is nature” (Wang, 1935, 14). It is the idea of “being 
with nature harmoniously”, showing respect for both nature and science. 
Third, pursue the natural truth of humanity. Designers of the two kinds of furniture 
extended the pure human qualities from the original spirit of nature. The concepts of “true 
selfdom”, “inherent quality”, “unadorned personality” and “childlike innocence” which 
were raised by the literati who were influenced by the Lu-Wang School, the background 
of the design principle of Ming-style furniture and the similar concept “childlike” raised 
by Aarnio are all connected with the natural character which discards the manmade rules, 
and instead lay stress on authentic nature. Aarnio once said: “Children are so uninhibited. 
I wish there was a way to hold on to that as an adult” (op. cit. Björklund, 2007, 101). In an 
interview by a Japanese magazine Casa in 2003, he said: “I didn’t create the pony for chil-
dren. I think lawyers may need to have fantasies, too. When you spend time with funny 
furniture like the pony, I think you might revive your ‘inner-child’” (Casa, 2003, 123).
235 See chapter 3 (3.2.1.4).
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Although they have a similar attitude and strong passion towards nature, they have dif-
ferent approaches to being with nature. Taoism is not the mainstream of Chinese traditional 
culture. Being dominated by Confucianism, people concentrated on practical and secular 
life, pursuing economic and social status, even having no time to enjoy nature, although 
Confucianism valued the beauty of nature. To be closer to nature, people have been trying 
to lessen the gap between their ideal and reality. In Finland, being close to nature is not the 
opposite to mainstream life. When compared with the Chinese intentional pursuit of being 
harmonious with nature, the Finnish style of loving nature is purer and freer. I can borrow 
the concept that “beauty is the form of purposiveness in an object” (Kant, 2007, 66) from 
Kant to illustrate this. Finnish lifestyle includes its purposiveness of being natural. They 
do not let this love become an extra purpose or an aim which needs hard work to pursue. 
People’s committing themselves to nature and following natural steps are matters of course. 
As Finns do not need to deliberately pursue nature, they have a more relaxed attitude 
towards nature. They can enjoy outdoor life in a physical way, feeding birds, appreciating 
their jumping and flying freely. But due to being limited by the social and material situ-
ation, the Chinese emphasised enjoying nature spiritually. They keep birds in cages, ap-
preciating their colourful feathers and wonderful voices. They also create miniature land-
scapes and even private gardens to offer them a chance to enjoy spiritual travel, imagining 
themselves in mountains and lakes. The Chinese expressed their difficult love towards 
nature in Ming-style furniture. On the one hand, Ming-style furniture expressed Confu-
cianism and, on the other hand, reflected strong emotions about nature through an idea of 
spiritual transcendence. It is a magical phenomenon in Ming-style furniture that both of 
them happened simultaneously.
Relying on imagination in appreciating nature let Chinese thinking go toward philo-
sophical depth. What Taoism advocated are purging one’s soul or fasting of one’s mind. One 
of the ways to get this purpose is meditation: to sit alone inside or in nature to observe and 
introspect one’s pure inner world for the purpose of surpassing and sublimating oneself. 
Traditionally, using wood in Finnish furniture was based on the natural condition and 
ordinary peoples’ affections. But in the context of modern design, in which various new 
materials are used, choosing wood has a philosophical meaning. Generally, Finnish people 
pay more attention to the universal value of wood by seeing all sorts of species as a whole. 
Poetically, it is believed that trees also speak: “You should listen to the spruce, where your 
house is rooted” (Periäinen, 1990, 108) says an old proverb. When people need to express 
their mind, it is acceptable for them to speak to the forest and wood. The forest has provid-
ed them with a hiding place and nourishment for the spirit as well as in living materials. In 
the era of National Romanticism, and growing national awareness, at the end of the twen-
tieth century, wood served as the interpreter of the burgeoning national consciousness. The 
tall pine was seen as a symbol of national self-awareness and strength. During this harsh 
period, the nation took a downward turn but did not once break under the outside pres-
sure, just like the trunk of a pine. Yrjö Sepänmaa claims that forests are: 
Characteristic of our cultural milieu…the forest is an experiential source for those who find 
their way there. Therefore it has an aesthetic value and values for many others than its owner 
alone. It contains both the exterior beauty of form and deeper beauty forming meanings and 
appealing to the intellect. (Sepänmaa, 1996, 26) 
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However Finns have a simpler life with nature without complicated thinking. Their at-
titude is that in material, to enjoy the outcome which is brought by nature; in spirit, to 
enjoy the communication with nature and the fun of escaping into nature for the purpose 
of enjoying themselves. In Fig.46 in Chapter 3, the two outdoor chairs in open space give 
people the sense of meditation. But I did not find theoretical support in Finnish culture for 
the purpose of “surpassing and sublimating oneself” in this kind of meditation, at least 
Finns do not pay attention on it as much as Chinese Taoists did.
4.4.3 Similar national character 
Considering the genres of national character which are discussed above: being alone, mod-
esty, dry humour, implication, modesty and golden mean, it is not dangerous to generally 
sum up that there is a sense of identity in the two countries. People’s characters in both of 
the two countries are ones of being introverted. They focus on training internal driving 
force, feeling and enjoying their heart.
First of all, introverted culture could be the reason for why people in the two countries 
like to be alone and even prefer to be in a relatively small closed space. As the Alcove Bed 
(Fig.32) and its simple version: the Canopy Bed (Fig.38), this Finnish style bed (Fig.39, Sam-
mallahti, 2006, 57) shows the same function: The cabinet at the end of the bed is for small 
utensils; a curtain may be put on the frame of the bed. A mini version of this kind of furni-
ture is Aarnio’s Ball Chair. Users may read, listen to music and meditate in this relatively 
closed space. At the same time they may look outside calmly and objectively. It gave users 
more spiritual enjoyment than physical happiness.     
                                                               
Fig.38 Canopy Bed                                                             Fig.39 Finnish bed in 1830  
Being alone in a smaller space could be explained by design psychology. In the evolution-
ary history of the human being, it can be seen that people prefer environments where they 
can easily survey their surroundings and quickly hide or retreat to safety if necessary. 
People’s requirement for prospects and refuge suggest that people prefer the following: 
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the edges, rather than middles of spaces; spaces with ceilings or covers overhead; spaces 
that provide unobstructed views from multiple vantage points; and spaces that provide a 
sense of safety and concealment. Therefore, in the book Universal Principles of Design, the 
authors asserted that “the design goal of prospect-refuge can be summarized as the devel-
opment of spaces where people can see without being seen, making large, open areas more 
appealing by using screening elements to create partial refuges” (Lidwell et al. 2003, 156). 
Coinciding with people’s psychological requirement for prospects and refuge, this kind 
of closed-space furniture can be seen as a “room within a room” or “something between 
a piece of furniture and a piece of architecture” (Scally, 2008, no page). The material and 
techniques of the Finnish bed are not as good as those of the Alcove Bed and Canopy Bed. 
But this is not the point. From the viewpoint of national character, they showed the same 
introversive character, offering users a Utopian taste.
In daily life, Finns prefer to be alone, enjoy living alone and their spiritual world. It 
forms Finns’ low-context culture: if they show something, they mean it. However, the Chi-
nese introverted character is not like this. Traditionally, they always live as a group, in 
extended families and regularly communicate with friends. But their souls somehow fly 
away from the big group to the smaller group in which people are soul mates, and are iso-
lated from the big group to pursue metaphysical enjoyment. They believe that this kind of 
being alone is more valuable than being alone in a physical way. Sometimes they are very 
happy to “steal” some time or space from ordinary group life to enjoy spirit travel. This 
dual attitude towards life is from their dual pursuits: expect Taoist aloofness, but not will-
ing to give up the Confucian material utilitarian. It seems a paradox, but it is still under-
standable if we take the viewpoint of that time. This character forms Chinese high-context 
culture; quite often people must read between the lines of what Chinese people do and say.
Being alone has allowed Finns and Chinese be modest but at the same time uphold what 
they want, although they seem to take an avoidance attitude in life. A long history of colo-
nialism affected the Finnish character. During wartime, Finns performed valiantly and un-
yieldingly. Although Finland’s independence is a result of taking the opportunity afforded 
by the October Revolution of the Soviet Union, it can be said that it was the result of the 
strong desire in every Finnish person’s mind. According to my interpretation, these charac-
ters are presented in their modern furniture design by soft lines but with interior strength 
giving the function of elasticity. The way of achieving this desire is somewhat similar to 
Laozi’s idea that something weaker might overcome something stronger. From paintings 
of the literati the inner pursuit could be looked for, although they are peaceful in their life. 
Secondly, from the inner peace and persistence, people in the two countries do not 
emphasise verbalisation and instead are modest. Nisbett sums up that “Asians avoid con-
troversy and debate” (Nisbett, 2003, 77). The Finnish are not interested in influencing oth-
ers with words. They do not want to disagree with each other because they think it is a 
bit rude. As mentioned above, being modest looks like one has a lack of ambition or a 
lack of self-confidence. In the undeveloped past, being modest was a way to avoid getting 
hurt from the outside. In the book Finnish Folklore it states that: “the merits of a cow or the 
beauty of a daughter could not be boasted about by any means, otherwise it might well 
be spoiled in the near future” (Virtanen & DuBois, 2000, 90). It sounds like a Chinese old 
saying goes that a poor guy who makes himself very happy will have a big disaster. This 
means that poor people have no right to be happy and proud. 
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But the advantage of being modest is that it makes people believe that a certain state-
ment is a commitment. In the manufacturing and marketing of products, people pay atten-
tion to the quality of their products, but not to the attractive advertisement. For example, 
brand awareness cannot be neglected in modern commercial society. However, although 
famous brands are the results of free market competition, in Finland they still contain mod-
est advertisements. There are no countless posters or pamphlets in the streets as there 
are in other countries. Therefore, the prices of products do not need to include too many 
expenses with regard the cost of advertisements. This is a kind of golden mean which 
Finnish people have approached between commercial development and healthy social 
ideology. So, the formations of famous brands are based on the real high quality of their 
products. People put trust in those good articles. For them, buying products by famous 
brands means that they identify with the brand’s taste, and they get social identity via the 
high quality and well known product. 
In the Ming and Qing dynasties, the quality associated with a craftsman’s name became 
more important to the purchaser who lacked the ability to tell good from bad quality ob-
jects. There were indeed some famous names as brands, for example: 
For pewter pots, Huang (or, sometimes, Wang) Yuanji of Jiaxing; for lacquerware, Zhou Zhu 
and the Hong family of Jiaxing; for bronzes, the Zhang family of Jiaxing; for bamboo ware, Pu 
Zhongqian of Nanjing and the La family of Jiaxing; …For speckled bamboo furniture, Jiang 
Huayu of Suzhou; …For ceramics, Wu Mingguan of Huizhou; …For zithers, Zhang Jixiu; for 
three-string lutes, Fan Kunbai; for jade carvings, Lu Zigang; for vessels carved from rhinoc-
eros horn, Bao Tiancheng; for combs, Zhao Liangbi. (Brook, 1998, 226-227)
However, this phenomenon was not in every walk of life. Almost all pieces of Ming-style 
furniture were anonymously made. Fang Hai explains that: “The only reason for this is 
that the ancient Chinese had a narrow conception of art, considering as such only some 
kinds of fine arts or pure arts such as calligraphy and painting. The artistic values of ap-
plied arts closely related with daily life were ignored” (Fang, 2004, 15). From a modern 
view, producing a product without showing the producer’s name is a reflection of a lack 
of self-confidence. However, this facial lack of self-confidence expresses the producer’s re-
quest for high quality in his work, showing their inner power and persistence like the char-
acter of sisu. There is a Chinese old saying that says: “if you sell good wine, the tasty smell 
always attracts many customers”. It means you never need an extra advertisement for the 
products, not to mention naming the designers and makers. However, a piece of furniture 
might become famous through its owner who had a higher social status. For example, 
inscriptions are the hand writings which were written on furniture by an eminent person 
such as collectors or connoisseurs. The contents of the inscriptions might be the source of 
the furniture or those people’s emotions when they received it. In his book Jotting of Qingyi 
Loft, Zhang Tingji (1768-1848)236 described two pieces of furniture with inscriptions. One is 
the Desk of Tianlai Loft. There were three stamps with the owner’s surname and first name 
on it. These stamps showed that this desk once belonged to Xiang Yuanbian237 , a famous 
236 Zhang Tingji: 张廷济.
237 Xiang Yuanbian: 项元汴.
189
painter and connoisseur in the Ming Dynasty. This desk became special because of the 
three stamps (see Hu & Yu, 2002, 24). The other one I have already mentioned in chapter 
2. Zhou Gongxia wrote a humourous poem on the back board of his Red Sandalwood 
armchair. Because of his poem this typical Ming-style furniture was called Zhou Gongxia 
Chair238. The reputation of certain Ming-style furniture did not only come from its own 
quality, but also from some more delicate and obscure elements such as emotions, social 
status, and the aesthetical taste of its owner. This could be seen as a modest way to let fur-
niture become known in only a small circle, far away from popular acceptation. 
Thirdly, the introverted culture meant that people in the two countries have a similar 
attitude towards private family life. Both modern Finnish people and the Chinese in the 
Ming and Qing dynasties value (d) their private family life. In Finnish reality, there is a 
fundamental opposition between society and self. Edelsward said that “the most highly 
valued personal quality is individual independence” (Edelsward, 1991, 49). Although Fin-
land is a democratic country, and people have full right to take part in politics, the decline 
of people’s interest in politics is notable. Data show that “Finland’s level of voter turnout 
reached its highest levels during the 1960s and remained comparatively high for some time 
after. However, only 68 percent voted in the parliamentary elections in 1999 and 56 percent 
in the local elections in 2000” (Pesonen & Riihinen, 2002, 125). These data confirmed Con-
fucius’ idea by accident: “If the country is ruled properly, people will not discuss politics 
anymore” (Yuan, 1943, 96). For Finns people being indifferent to politics can be understood 
that the existing government is satisfactory. Living in a well-balanced country, Finnish peo-
ple are transferring their interest gradually away from politics to the family as the system 
of democratic politics is healthily developing. In a survey “almost all respondents say that 
the family is important for them, 80 percent calling it very important…no more than 20 per 
cent find politics very or rather important. 25 percent think that politics has no importance 
at all” (Pesonen & Riihinen, 2002, 124). 
Besides it, researchers point out: “Even one’s profession controls many aspects of life, 
Finnish workers often do not regard it as an essential part of their identity. Rather, family 
and individualized hobbies occupy a central place in personal notions of self” (Virtanen & 
DuBois, 2000, 101). This phenomenon is accordant with my observation: Finns have holidays 
in summer cottages, turning off their work mobile phones, and are isolated from the internet 
for one month or more. For modern people, that means they want an undisturbed holiday, 
having 100 per cent of their time to be with their family. Furthermore, staying at home for 
work is more and more popular due to the internet, as Frascara asserts: “by tuning into a ra-
dio or TV station which broadcasts national programs, home can be a set of regular links and 
contacts. It is possible, indeed is increasingly common, for there to be several simultaneous 
senses of home as social and cultural networks become more complex” (Frascara, 2002, 62). 
As well as the introverted character, secularisation of Christianity could  be another 
reason for Finns to enjoy their family life. An increasing number of people prefer to stay 
at home rather than going to church. Subsequently, Finns are willing to spend time on try-
ing to create a satisfactory living environment and good furniture, and are hence willing 
to become a designer. There are lots of handmade things in their homes, such as ceramic, 
knitwear, and wooden and even iron items. 
238 See chapter 2 (2.3.2.4).
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In the Chinese case, paying attention to both family and social life are what the literati 
pursued. Li Yu said: “There is no happier place than home. Parents and siblings are healthy, 
enjoying family happiness. This life is as perfect as an immortal being’s” (Li, 1992, 403). In 
the Ming Dynasty, family size tended to be smaller, especially in the  Suzhou area. Accord-
ing to archives, the average household population was 3.92 in Zhejiang239, 9.69 in Shanxi and 
6.10 in all China (see Wei, 1961, 248-249). It is a fact that the relationship among family mem-
bers will be closer in smaller sized families. A good family relationship has been seen as the 
foundation for a person’s ability to manage social issues as I mentioned earlier, Confucians 
believed: “go to position where you can do self-cultivation, manage your own home well 
and govern your country successfully” (Ye, 1930, 226). In approaching a lofty ideal, before 
trying to manage the social and government, one must learn how to manage his or her fam-
ily. If a person has a poor ability for dealing with family events, he or she has little chance 
of gaining respect from others and getting promotion in his or her career. However, for 
Chinese, when people are in a form of political frustration, they have to escape from politics 
and start to pay whole-hearted attention to family. Taoism played an important role in con-
solation. It comforted people by offering them peaceful family lives. Somehow, Taoism is an 
attitude of surrender. Otherwise, for people who really have ambitions, according to Tao-
ism, they could implicate their political opinions through their simple and elegant family 
life, waiting and searching for the proper opportunity to return to the mainstream social life. 
In families, furniture always gives people a free sense. But for Ming-style furniture, 
since the family was always given social responsibility, the relaxed character in Ming-style 
furniture existed in the soul of the furniture. There was more tension and civility in the 
form of Ming-style furniture. On the contrary, the free feeling of Finnish modern furniture 
is the comfort which can be felt by the body directly. 
Fourthly, the introverted culture made people reflect on their own history, causing a 
mood of nostalgia. Good furniture with artistic flavor can awake people’s memories, like 
an old friend. This is another satisfying thing offered by good furniture for its users in ad-
dition to the practical function. Dutton said: “Finns are so relatively new to living in towns 
that they are not especially emotionally attached to old buildings” (Dutton, 2009, 103). But 
I have noticed that this isn’t quite true. So I asked the Finns on this issue. Theirs answers 
support Dutton’s opinion: they do like new things. Later I found that I have a different defi-
nition from that of Dutton with regard to the concepts of new and old. Some new things in 
their eyes are decades, even hundreds of years old, which can be defined as old things by 
me. So I believe Finns could be seen as nostalgic. They could choose a traditional wooden 
cottage as a wedding place. They take an oath and exchange their rings at a lakeside; in a 
restaurant, and each guest’s name could be written on the cobblestones. These remind peo-
ple of the memories of the agrarian age. New couples prefer to use old furniture and old 
houses, which were the heritage of their grandparents.  In an ordinary Finnish home it is 
easy to see some traces of different decades. No matter how rich they are people still keep 
the tradition to present bread and salt at a housewarming party. Designed furniture has 
been retained even more. For example, some pieces of furniture designed by Ilmari Tapi-
ovaara have been put back into production; the company Artek still sells Aalto’s classical 
design works, which have been produced for more than seventy years. Some of them are 
older versions, and some of them are newly produced but of a classic style (Fig.40). 
239 Zhejiang (浙江): a province nearby the Suzhou area, belongings to the Yangzi Delta.
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Fig.40 New versions of Aalto’s furniture
According to Svetlana Boym, there are two different types of nostalgia: “the restorative 
nostalgia and the reflective nostalgia. Reflective nostalgia stresses algia, longing, or the 
ambivalence of longing and belonging, sometimes ironically and desperately at the same 
time” (op. cit. Järviluoma et al. 2009, 154-155). Cultural study researcher Helmi Järviluoma 
holds: “ Restorative nostalgia emphasizes nostos: it tries to build a transhistorical replica 
of the home once lost” (ibid, 155).  From the phenomena above, it is believable that Finnish 
nostalgia belongs to restorative nostalgia. And the Finnish nostalgia for the bygone age is 
even stronger than normal way, since it is a response of Finns to the sudden industrialisa-
tion in Finland, as Yrjö Sepänmaa holds that “at the heart of civilization, however, lives 
a nostalgic longing for the past, which only becomes stronger as the external signs of an 
increased standard of living become more manifest” (Sepänmaa, 1993, 122). 
Throughout the history of Western art, artists have been pursuing innovation. They 
often use scientific knowledge, such as the perspective to improve their technologies. So 
the story of Western art is the story of endless experiments, and the pursuing of new and 
original creations. Gombrich argued that the situation in China is different from that in 
Western countries by saying: “Chinese artists had more patience to pursue for elegant and 
subtle structures, because the public was not so eager to ask to see the unexpected nov-
elty” (Gombrich, 1999b, 8). Then it can be seen that Chinese Ming-style furniture also has a 
strong flavour of nostalgia. Those art works carried the artists’ thinking and emotions, and 
were not only commodities for customers. 
192
Fifthly, the introverted culture brought about their view of humour. Generally, a person 
who has an introverted character is not willing to make jokes or laugh loudly, especially 
when he is in a group of people who have the same character, such as traditional Finns 
(being affected by extreme climate and difficult life) and  traditional Chinese (being af-
fected by orthodox Confucius culture). In my literature reading, it was not difficult to see 
that some parts of the national character of the two countries were written as labels by 
the authors. They might give readers the impression that “the inhabitants of this country 
are very much like one another”, since people in the two countries have no sense of hu-
mour.  However, in the most recent cultural research, it is not the right way to say so any-
more. With the development of society and the change of eras, the assumption of authentic 
Finnishness has been abandoned. As is written in the book Finland, a Cultural Encyclopedia: 
“Among the generations who grew up on the safe atmosphere of the welfare state. …A 
new Finnish mentality is developing, believing in individuality, amused, self-assured and 
sociable” (Ehrnrooth, 1999, 210). The most prominent among them is the sense of humour. 
In modern Finland, the phenomenon of people creating jokes is not uncommon. Maybe 
because Finnish people are living in a more developed and open society, relatively they 
have a better sense of humour than Chinese people. Most Finnish modern furniture de-
signs have a peaceful emotion, some of them even in a humourous sense. Regardless, their 
dry humour is still quiet and is not the main factor in Finnish modern furniture design, not 
to mention in Chinese Ming-style furniture. But the peaceful sense in Ming-style furniture 
can still bring people relaxation, as it does humour. The two kinds of relaxation refer to 
mood and soul respectively.  
From the comparative analysis and summary above, it is not difficult to say there are 
many similarities in the two national characters. Although in Finnish culture there is not 
the concept of golden mean, furniture design has reflected this feature of moderation. The 
simple colour of the two kinds of furniture reflects people’s introverted character. Looking 
at it from the theory of visual perception, researchers found that:
A cheerful mood makes for color responses, whereas depressed people more often react to shape. 
Color dominance indicated openness to external stimuli. Such people are said to be sensitive, 
easily influenced, unstable, disorganized, given to emotional outbursts. A preference for shape 
reaction in patients goes with an introverted disposition, strong control over impulses, a pe-
dantic, unemotional attitude. (Arnheim, 1974, 335) 
The introverted Finnish and Chinese are accustomed to immersing themselves in the expe-
rience with a calm heart by getting the plain inner satisfaction from simple visual percep-
tion.
Consequently, the question came up: why their national characters are similar? Es-
sentially, Western (including European) and Eastern people have different world views, 
which make distinctions between the national characters of two different cultures. Finland 
is geographically a European country, but they do not identify themselves as belonging 
to Europeans, preferring to be themselves. In fact, “preferring to be themselves” can be 
said when compare Finns with European. There is a relation between Finland and Eastern 
culture, hence showing Finland’s distance from Europe. Lewis says: “In Asia, Finns are 
understood better than they are in many countries. Their communication style is basically 
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Asiatic” (Lewis, 2005, 130). Dutton also writes in his book: “Finnish were assumed to be 
racially eastern”. In 1968, Ruoslahti even found that Finns carry genetic markers found in 
the Chinese but in no other European populations (see Dutton, 2009, 210-214). 
When comparing social ideology, national character is the software. But the impact 
of the national character on furniture design and manufacture is as strong as, if not even 
more than, that of the social ideology. Tian Jiaqing once said: “For furniture designers, the 
essence is the thing which is behind furniture” (Liu, 2008, 56). This means that the real 
factor which controls or directs the furniture design is the culture, such as the designer’s 
national character. Chinese people pursue the cultivation of a high quality personality as 
well as good scholarship. In contrast to modern education which mainly focuses on knowl-
edge and technology, ancient Chinese education was a kind of moral and political ideology 
oriented education. This kind of education cultivated people’s gentle and lofty personality 
and also improved their level of artistic creation and appreciation. Thus, for the Chinese, 
the pursuit for morality and knowledge are difficult to completely separate. In the Qing 
Dynasty Jiang Ji240 said: “With a lofty personal character and rich knowledge, one’s article 
or painting has a naturally bookish taste” (Jiang, Qing Dynasty, 7). For this reason, Ming-
style furniture which was co-designed by the literati and craftsmen had the worldview and 
philosophical attitude of the literati. It is believable, such reasoning applies equally in the 
Finnish designers: design works must show designers’ self-seeking. 
Crilley, Moultrie and Clarkson “distinguish three aspects of consumer response to 
visual form. Aesthetic response, concerned with the attractiveness (or not) of the product; 
semantic, concerned with evaluating qualities like function and mode-of-use; and sym-
bolic: what the product says about the owner/user” (op. cit. Webpage, Kälviäinen, Mirja, 
no page). As a summary of this, Mirja Kälviäinen and Hugh Miller declare that: “visual 
images and style are not only about aesthetics: people read deep meanings into the aspects 
of objects, and connect them with the values that they hold important” (ibid). Further-
more, Gaston Bachelard analyses the psyche of lived-in form: “all great, simple images 
reveal a psychic state. The house, even more than the landscape, is a ‘psychic state’” (op. 
cit. Pallasmaa, 2012a, 72). That means that the research on the form of an object especially 
some personal objects such as house or its furnishing guides us to study its deep meaning. 
And the deep meaning is the cultural context of the visual object. Based on this cultural 
background, the research on the form could be completed, and as Leena Koski said in a 
seminar241: “there is no meaning out of context”. The simple appearances of the two kinds 
of furniture imply rich cultural meaning. Designers played on the bridge which connected 
cultural content and its form. They realised cultural expression in a visible form. 
240 Jiang Ji (蒋骥, 1714-1787): a painter in the Qing Dynasty.  
241 This seminar was held during the 14th and the 16th of May, 2014 in Huhmari.
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5 Connections between the 
Two Kinds of Furniture
As I said at the beginning of 1.4 in chapter 1, my research starts from two independent 
aspects, Finnish modern furniture and Chinese Ming-style furniture, and looks for the in-
ternal reasons in the two kinds of furniture respectively242. However, some objective links 
should be paid attention to between the two: the possibility of a connection or influence 
may be evidence of their similarity in form. This is the third aspect of this research, which 
is also an independent and important part, although there are not too many words in this 
text. Since the time interval between the two kinds of furniture is about 400 years, research 
on the relationship between them becomes an investigation on whether Ming-style furni-
ture influenced Finnish modern furniture. 
Finland is the last of the Nordic countries to step onto the modern world stage. As 
such, its culture is flavoured by marginality. With regard to Finnish furniture design, as 
the influence from its neighbour nations, with the exception of Sweden, was not much. It is 
even harder to find proof of any influence coming from China. But the possibility is always 
there. The data with regard to indirect connection is always more than that of direct con-
nection. After all, a nation’s culture is not isolated. 
5.1 thE connEction bEtWEEn chinA And EuropE in gEnErAL
Since the fifteenth century, Chinese furniture has increasingly spread to Western countries. 
The European liking for Chinese furniture started with Marco Polo’s legendary stories and 
the adventures of merchants in the seventeenth century. 
In the second half of the sixteenth century and the early seventeen century, Matteo Ricci 
was the first person who positively introduced Chinese culture and history to Western 
countries through his book The Expedition to China Undertaken by the Society of Jesus. Fol-
lowing him, some books about Chinese culture written by missionaries, such as Alvarus 
de Semedo243 and Martin Martini244, gradually became popular in Western countries. They 
caused a boom of interest in China in the West and broadened the horizons of Western 
scholars. Polish missionary Michael Peter Boym245 declaimed in his document that: “China 
is a microcosm of the world” (op. cit. He, 2007, 113). It means that China had the most 
beautiful things, those which all other countries once had. Among the documents and 
242 See chapter 2, chapter 3 and chapter 4.
243 Alvarus de Semedo (曾德朝, 1585-1658): a Portuguese missionary. He started his missionary work 
in China from 1613, and died in China in 1658.
244 Martin Martini (卫匡国, 1614-1661): an Italian missionary who worked in China from 1643 and died 
in China in 1661.
245 Michael Peter Boym (卜弥格, 1612-1659): a Polish scientist, explorer and a Jesuit missionary to China.
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books written by missionaries, China Illustrata (1667)246 by Athanasius Kircher247 could be 
seen as the most influential one. It was an encyclopedia of knowledge of China in Europe 
at that time and had 50 photos of Chinese figures, customs and religion including a map of 
China in the Ming Dynasty and the tattoo of China: dragon. This book shaped “the image 
of China” in the minds of Europeans (see Webpage, Yumpu). 
In the end of the seventeenth century, according to Eeva Ruoff, the aesthetic taste of 
European started to change since they have contacted “objects created within the Chi-
nese developed civilization”248, which brought by sailing boats. Ruoff describes those 
objects that:
In which one could see scrubby pines, spruces with tree lichen, crippled weeping willows, 
strange looking large rocks, arched bridges and people who were fishing or rowing at ponds or 
lakes or leisurely sitting in the decorated pavilions that were built on the shores. It seemed as if 
the Chinese found pleasure in watching the forested and rocky landscapes from opening from 
their bridges and pavilions”. (Webpage, Tieteessä Tapahtuu)
“From opening from their bridges and pavilions” was traditional Chinese way to enjoy 
landscape. In chapter 3249 I mentioned Simianting which has the function for people to 
enjoy landscape in this way.
During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, French missionaries had more ac-
tive cultural activities than their pioneers, Italian and Portuguese missionaries, especially 
in the aspect of introducing Chinese culture to Western countries. Being foreigners, their 
observations of China are provoking (see He, 2007, 103). In 1660, a Chinese company was 
established in France. Although it only ran for a short time, it was a practical connection 
with China in commerce (ibid, 114). 
During the period Western missionaries were in China, some Chinese went to Eu-
rope with Western missionaries. Some Chinese novels were brought to Europe by them, 
and the Chinese lunar calendar was introduced to Western people. In 1712, even a Chi-
nese Academy was established in Napoli for offering religious courses for Chinese peo-
ple. This Academy was not closed until 1850 (ibid, 105). Consequently, Chinese cultural 
achievements deeply shocked Western scholars, and Sinology was launched actively at 
that time. Meanwhile, the traditional Chinese furniture also had a profound impact on 
Western furniture design, and many Western designers good at designing with a Chinese 
taste emerged. 
In the second half of the eighteenth century, there was a crazy upsurge in Chinese 
style decoration in France. Chinese style chairs, tables, mirrors and fabrics with Chinese 
sceneries, figures, flowers and bird patterns were pervasive. This fashion which was called 
Chinoiserie reached its acme in England in the 1760s and then spread to other European 
countries. It had a great effect on patterns of the late Baroque and Rococo styles (from the 
246 China Illustrata: the title of the original version was China Monumentis.
247 Athanasius Kircher (基尔舍, 1602-1680): a German priest and famous Sinologist.
248 Before that, being leafy and rampant were for long the basic esthetic values of European garden 
planning and landscape understanding. The barren landscape was aesthetically repellent (see Web-
page, Tieteessä Tapahtuu).
249 See chapter 3 (3.2.2.4).
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seventeenth to the eighteenth century). It was the reason why art historians created the 
word Rococo-Chinois to summarise cultural the phenomenon in this period. 
Until the early nineteenth century, in addition to Britain, France and Germany, some 
smaller European countries such as the Netherlands, Belgium and Sweden started the 
academic research of China called Sinology. However, in that time the impact of Chinese 
thought and culture on advanced Western intelligentsia was far beyond the narrow hori-
zons of Western missionaries and merchants. Through the advanced Western intellectuals, 
Chinese culture aroused the aspirations in the West; just like the modern Western culture 
has had a profound impact on China through Chinese intellectuals. Both material and 
spiritual influence are important in artificial production (see ibid, 106).
In 1932, Danish designer Ole Wanscher published the first book of furniture history, 
Types of Furniture. It is the first time that the position of Chinese furniture was established 
in the world furniture system, with the Danish designer recognising the value of Chinese 
furniture. After being influenced by Chinese Ming-style furniture from the illustrated book 
by Ole Wanscher, Hans Wegner designed four Chinese style chairs in 1944. Among them, 
the Chinese Chair (1944, Fig.1) is a simplified Ming-style Round-backed Armchair (Fig.2) 
with the most basic components. One-third of Wegner’s 500 chair designs are connected 
with Ming-style chairs. Wegner grasped the essence of Ming-style chairs, and expressed 
his comprehension of Chinese culture through his Chinese style chairs. This influence fo-
cused on tradition, but was not a slave to traditional symbols and forms. In his chairs, 
Wegner transmitted tradition as an inner spirit through design works with an extremely 
rich contemporary sense. They were still of a Western design, but rich with Chinese taste. 
In other words, it was a new way of showing the soul of Ming-style furniture, through 
another language and from another perspective. 
                                                                                   
                                    
Fig.1 Chinese Chair, by Hans Wegner          Fig.2 Round-backed Armchair
In the Design Museum of Denmark, there are many Chinese antique items, including 
bronze ware, ceramics, silk embroidery, calligraphy, stationery, and some Ming-style 
furniture (Fig.3 and Fig.4). Most of these were made during the Kangnxi and Qianlong 
eras (in the seventeenth-eighteenth centuries). According to the definition of Ming-style 
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furniture with which I agree, by the end of the Qianlong era, furniture still was using the 
Ming-style. 
In 1950, Gustav Ecke said in a lecture at the University of Hawaii that, “Ming-style fur-
niture influenced strongly not only furniture in Asian countries but also in Europe. For ex-
ample, Chinese Official’s Hat Chair is the original version of Rococo-style chair; Ming-style 
backrest chair is the original version of Queen Anne style high back chair in the eighteenth 
century” (op. cit. Chen, 1992, 58). Being based on the atmosphere of European culture 
central theory, this academic understanding of Ecke is a kind of creation with courage. 
In the National Museum of Finland, I found a provincial adaptation of the Queen Anne 
style chair (Fig.5). Although the surface of its back is unfinished, the taste of Ming-style 
furniture was still evident. For modern Finnish furniture, it could be proof of the indirect 
influence from Ming-style furniture.
                                       
   
Fig.3 Ming-style Kang Table,   Fig.4 Ming-style stool,         Fig.5 Provincial
Design Museum of Denmark   Design Museum of               adaptation of Queen
     Denmark                Anne style chair,
                      National Museum 
                     of Finland
5.2 thE connEction bEtWEEn chinA And sWEdEn
Studying the relationship between China and Sweden is necessary in my research. I have 
the following reasons. Firstly, Finland has been strongly influenced by Sweden because 
they were once one country. Hence, something belonging to Sweden also could be thought 
of belonging to Finland during that time. Rauno Lahtinen asserts that: “in many respects, 
Sweden was a model for Finland” (Lahtinen, 2011. 29). Sweden had a deep impact on Finn-
ish society and left durable traces on the governance of modern Finland. For example, “the 
constitution of 1772 and 1789, which lived only until 1890 in Sweden, remained effective 
in Finland 110 years longer, until 1919” (Pesonen & Riihinen, 2002, 20). It can be believed 
that Sweden is a rich source in Alvar Aalto’s design. In his paper The Transition from Clas-
sicism to Functionalism in Scandinavia, Kirmo Mikkola says, “When we focus on Finnish 
modern furniture design, what we are looking at is a trend that spread from Sweden to the 
other Nordic countries, especially to Finland. …In Finland, this Swedish influence affected 
the still younger Alvar Aalto” (Mikkola, 1985, 42). Between 1920 and 1923 Aalto went to 
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Sweden three times. There his most important contact was the Gothenburg architect Sten 
Branzell who was a well-known glass designer, and interested in furniture. It could be in-
direct proof of the connection between China and Finland in furniture design.
Secondly, in the eighteenth century, Sweden had a close commercial relationship with 
China through the East India Company which had its headquarters in Göteborg. It was 
active in the period from 1731 to 1813. A large portion of the company documents are 
part of the collections of the Manuscripts Department at Göteborg University Library (see 
Webpage, GUL). Between 1739 and 1754, the Swedish East India Company’s merchant ship 
Gotheborg sailed to Guangzhou three times, and exchanged a lot of commodities between 
the two countries. This company made a large contribution to bringing the Chinese influ-
ence to Swedish. The most common import goods were tea, chinaware and silk. In Swedish 
eyes Chinese Ming-style furniture and daily commodities were elegant and clear with a 
different taste to the European style. In the upper classes, living in a Chinese house, hold-
ing a Chinese ball, drinking Chinese tea and using Chinese furniture were fashionable in 
that time. 
In Sans Souci, Potsdam, there is a Chinese tea-house (Fig.6 Fig.7 and Fig.8)250. It was 
designed for Frederick the Great from 1754 to 1757. Inspired by the example of this Chinese 
tea-house, Chinoiserie pavilions arose in parkland in Sweden through Frederick’s numer-
ous brothers and sisters. In the 1753s Frederick’s sister, Louise Urika, the wife of the King of 
Sweden, was given an entire Chinese pavilion (Fig.9)251 as a thirty-fourth birthday present 
(see Jacobson, 1993, 94). It is located on the grounds of the Drottningholm Palace Park in 
Stockholm. The original wooden building was replaced in the 1760s by a more permanent 
one. It shows the relation between China and Sweden 300 years ago, although this relation 
is through Germany. This pavilion was designed by Carl Frederick Adelcrantz. Since he 
had never been in China, his inspiration came from the Chinese tea-house in Sans Souci, 
others’ descriptions and his imagination. As such, many of the details in his design are 
not accurate, showing only a general outline of Chinese style. For example, the figures of 
dragons or other animals on the roof of the building were based on approximation. Shin-
ing glazed tiles in the Chinese traditional building were replaced by a similar coloured 
thin material, making the structure of roof flat (Fig.10 and Fig.11). The inside decorations 
look like Rococo-Chinois, the Rococo-style and also Chinese-style. Although this pavilion 
is a combination of Chinese and Western elements it demonstrates that Chinese taste influ-
enced Sweden to some extent. 
There are some typical Chinese articles in this Chinese Pavilion, such as a miniature 
Chinese tower, a lacquer cosmetic box, an ink cartridge and porcelain bowls, portrait 
sculptures, abacus, calligraphies, lacquer paintings, traditional Chinese paintings on silk, 
and even a Maitreya Buddha and a Buddhism Guanyin. Most of them were made in the 
early eighteenth century. 
When it comes to furniture some items below are in this Chinese Pavilion. Fig.12 
and Fig.13 are typical Ming-style furniture. Fig.14 is Ming-style furniture with bamboo 
shaped hardwood. Generally, when people use the method of mimicry, they simulate 
250 From the sculptures of the Chinese tea-house in Sans Souci, Potsdam, a strong taste of combination 
can be seen. These figures are in Chinese clothes but have Western temperaments and postures which 
were popular in sculptures of ancient Greece and Rome.
251 Chinese Pavilion, in Swedish: Kina slott.
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costly material by using a cheaper one, or simulate expensive handiwork by using a ma-
chine. But people use hard wood to imitate the appearance of bamboo in Ming-style fur-
niture is the counter-example. The reason is that in this case Ming-style furniture focused 
on both the virtue of the bamboo and the quality of the hardwood. The attitude of Chinese 
people toward bamboo is interesting. In chapter 4, I discussed that ancient Chinese schol-
ars gave the spiritual content to bamboo252. As a symbolic concept bamboo is very respect-
able. However, as a material for furniture, the status of bamboo is lower because it is not a 
valuable commodity of the economy. But based on this complicated affection for bamboo, 
Chinese literati and handicraftsmen designed some furniture with hardwood, imitating the 
appearance of bamboo (Fig.15). In this Chinese Pavilion this furniture with bamboo shaped 
legs is the best proof for explaining how the essence of Chinese culture reached Sweden.
                                          
252 See chapter 4 (4.3.2.1).
Fig.6, Fig.7 and Fig.8 Chinese tea-house and its details in Sans Souci, Potsdam                
Fig.9 and Fig.10 Chinese Pavilion and its roof, Stockholm                             Fig.11 Roof of 
                Chinese building
  
Fig.12 and Fig.13 
Ming-style furniture, 
Chinese Pavilion, 
Stockholm
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Fig.14 Imitative bamboo tables, 
Chinese Pavilion, Stockholm 
Fig.15 Imitative bamboo tables, 
Design Museum in Copenhagen 
  
        
Fig.16 is Chippendale-style furniture. In his book The Gentleman and Cabinet-Maker’s Direc-
tor, Chippendale drew four pieces of Chinese railings, six pieces of screens with Chinese 
painting including images of Chinese Ming-style furniture, five pieces of vases with Chi-
nese patterns, three pieces of Chinese shelves, six pieces of Chinese cases, and nine pieces 
of Chinese chairs (Fig.17, Chippendale, 1939, XXVIII). Fang Hai believes that in Europe, 
“Chippendale is rightly considered the starting point for the study and imitation of Chi-
nese furniture in design and production” (Fang, 2004a, 9). In about 1750, England furniture 
showed so-called “Chinese Chippendale style” as a component element of Chinoiserie. 
Between the 1740s and the 1770s, Chippendale-style furniture in England remained im-
mensely popular, Fang introduces in his book: 
By the early 1750’s, furniture in the Chinese taste had become a craze in England. Sometimes 
it could be said that everything was Chinese, especially mahogany furniture of all kinds became 
Chinese by the inclusion of the oriental fret or paling, a temple roof, or a canopy. (ibid, 35) 
                                                  
      
Fig.16 Chippendale-style furniture,        Fig.17 Chinese chairs in Chippendale-style
Chinese Pavilion, Stockholm                    
Chippendale liked to use the lattice works of Ming-style furniture to be the distinct ele-
ments in his furniture. But his lattice works are simple imitations. He did not know the 
meanings which were hidden in those lattice works (Fig.18, Fig.19 and Fig.20). Anyway his 
furniture has the Chinese taste as the building of the Chinese Pavilion has. Since the Chip-
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pendale period, this favouring of Chinese design persisted to a high degree in the follow-
ing centuries in furniture design. During the earlier years of his design career, Alvar Aalto’s 
works had a strong Neo-classicism flavour. For example, he had focused on Chippendale-
style. This was mentioned in chapter 3.253 
                                            
    
Fig.18 Lattice patterns: Ice    Fig.19 Lattice patterns:            Fig.20 Lattice pattern: 卍254
                Ice and Plum Blossom255                       
5.3 thE infLuEncE of chinEsE cuLturE on finnish cuLturE
 
Compared with other European developed countries, Finland had no direct close econom-
ic or cultural ties with China in history. However, a few historical facts of the influence 
between the two countries still can be found. 
Landscape garden building in Finland, Eeva Ruoff records, “started properly in 1780s 
i.e. during the third phase of the European ‘China fervor’, when especially ‘cliff building’ 
had become important in advanced gardens” (Webpage, Tieteessä Tapahtuu). Some Chi-
nese style pavilions were built in Finland in that time. 
Still according to Ruoff, one of them was in Vyborg at Monrepos Park (Fig.21, Web-
page, Monrepos). “The pavilion had eight corners, and its outer walls were covered by 
multi-colored, rhombi themed painted decoration. The building served both as a pavil-
253 See chapter 3 (3.1.1.1).
254 This pattern was popular in Persian, Greek and Indian. It may originate from the symbols for wor-
ship of the sun of ancient Aryan (see Jiang, 1998, 218). Buddhism uses this pattern as a symbol of luck, 
peace, quiet and good fortune. Many 卍 are connected to each other and mean endless good fortune 
and eternal life. This pattern is common in Finland, too. Korvenmaa says that 卍 is a traditional pat-
tern of Finland, especially Karelia (Korvenmaa, 2012, 46). As to the question of where this pattern 
came from, I have not, as of yet, found an answer. Anyway, this is one of the things in common in the 
cultures and arts in Finland and China.
255 These lattice patterns were used on the desk or the window of the study. Plum blossoms bloom 
when the weather is cold enough. It is the metaphor: “no pain no gain”.
256 This pattern was popular in Persian, Greek and Indian. It may originate from the symbols for wor-
ship of the sun of ancient Aryan (see Jiang, 1998, 218). Buddhism uses this pattern as a symbol of luck, 
peace, quiet and good fortune. Many 卍 are connected to each other and mean endless good fortune 
and eternal life. This pattern is common in Finland, too. Korvenmaa says that 卍 is a traditional pat-
tern of Finland, especially Karelia (Korvenmaa, 2012, 46). As to the question of where this pattern 
came from, I have not, as of yet, found an answer. Anyway, this is one of the things in common in the 
cultures and arts in Finland and China.
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ion and a lookout tower. The stairs led 
from outside to a roof terrace…on which 
there was a weathervane shaped as a 
dragon” (Webpage, Tieteessä Tapahtuu). 
One of them was in Inkoo at the park of 
Fagervik manor house, on which “drag-
on themes decorate the roof and eaves. 
Wooden lattice painted yellow, red and 
green give structure to its white outer 
panels” (ibid). Both of them built to-
wards the end of 18th century. And one 
more was the “Joensuu manor house” at 
Halikko municipality, which never came 
true, only had an advanced plan (see 
ibid). It is worth mentioning that Gustaf 
Mauritz Armfelt (1757-1814), the owner 
of the Joensuu manor house had been in 
contact with park planning in Chinese 
style while he was working in the court 
of Gustav III. He belonged to the nearest 
circle of the King and spent often time in 
Drottningholm” (bid). It is obvious that 
he had got inspiration from the Chinese 
pavilion there. 
From these pavilions, it is clear that Finns’ affection of wild nature257 was influenced by 
Chinese culture to some extent. 
In the National Museum of Finland there are some Chinese articles from the middle of 
the Qing Dynasty. Some of these came from Sweden. Fig.22 is a tea table from the Guang-
dong province of China in 1740 at the time of the Qianlong era. This table is in Ming-style 
with Western taste. At the time of the East India Company, merchants not only bought 
goods from China, but they also brought orders from Europe in accordance with European 
ideas, which were combinations of Eastern and Western characters. Along with the furni-
ture, some small porcelain and other everyday utensils were brought from China, such as 
plates, bowls, mugs, trays, tea pots, salt and ginger jars. Most of them were decorated in a 
Chinese style with a Chinese building, character or landscape. Furthermore after getting 
this Chinese influence, besides bringing things from China, Europeans made some things 
in the Chinese style themselves. For example, there is a Long-case Clock (Fig.23) in the Na-
tional Museum of Finland. It was made by the Royal Enameling Factory in Stockholm be-
tween 1720 and 1740 with the Rococo-style. The decoration was an imitation of the Chinese 
style. It is reasonable to believe that Chinese classical furniture gave a kind of influence 
to Sweden and even Finnish furniture design, since the commercial and political relation 
between the two countries was so close.
257 See chapter 4 (4.4.2).
Fig.21 Chinese pavilion in Monrepos Park: 
Marienthurm
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Fig.22 Tea table, National Museum of Finland          Fig.23 Painting on a Long-case Clock, 
         National Museum of Finland
Besides the commercial connection, Finland had direct political and cultural exchange with 
China, especially after 1949 with the establishment of the People’s Republic of China. Be-
fore 1949, Finnish who visited China were missionaries and explorers mostly. They wrote 
travel books and told about what they had seen and felt in China. After 1949 Finland was 
among the first nations to acknowledge China. The two governments made efforts to build 
informal and official communication between the two countries. In her book: Mao, Missä sä 
oot?258 History scholar Pirkko-Liisa Kastari mentions that in the 1950s important Finnish cul-
tural delegations visited China on four occasions. Members of these delegations came from 
different walks of life, including Members of Parliament, industrial workers, media staff, 
doctors, architects, writers, teachers, and artists. Twice in Finland in the 1950s a “Chinese 
movie week” was held.  In 1956, a big exhibition about China was held at the Helsinki Art 
Hall. In total, about 20,000 people visited the exhibition of items of bronze, ceramics, paint-
ings, calligraphy and sculpture (see Kastari, 2001, 51-57). In Appendix 3 of Finnish Chinese 
activists 1950-1970, Kastari introduces the Finland-China Friendship Association259 and its 
activities objectively (see ibid, 422-431). Although for historical reasons the cultural connec-
tions between Finland and China have ceased since the deterioration of relations between 
the Soviet Union and China, Finland and China did have positive contact in the 1950s. I did 
not find any references which exactly mentioned the influence in furniture design during 
this period. But it is reasonable to say that these cultural exchanges in history let Finnish and 
Chinese people know about and understand each other in the field of traditional culture. 
From the late 1990s Fang Hai started to research Nordic furniture. In 2004, he published 
Chinesism in Modern Furniture Design which was the first time he put forward the new con-
cept: Chinesism. This concept was created by Yrjö Kukkapuro and Fang Hai. It refers to the 
basic spirit, thinking and principle behind traditional Chinese furniture. It concentrates on 
the aspect of function, absorbing the achievement of furniture handcraft in Ming and Qing 
dynasties, combining modern Western design, to form a new Chinese style. Chinesism is 
different from Chinoiserie. Chinoiserie was Westerners’ understanding and interpretation 
of mysterious Chinese cultural. Dawn Jacobson declares that:
258 Mao, Missä sä oot? In English: Mao, where are you?
259 Finland-China Friendship Association established in 1951, and is still active currently, has 1500 
members in Finland. 
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Chinoiserie is an oddity. It is a wholly European style whose inspiration is entirely oriental. 
True chinoiseries are not pallid or incompetent imitations of Chinese objects. They are the tan-
gible and solid realizations in the West of a land of the imagination: and exotic, remote country, 
fabled for its riches, that through the countries remained cloud-wrapped, obstinately refusing 
to allow more than a handful of foreigners beyond its gates. (Jacobson, 1993, 7) 
So it could be said that with regard to Chinese design style, the essence of Chinesism is in 
function, and the essence of Chinoiserie is in form.      
Due to Fang Hai’s invitation, Kukkapuro is the first Nordic designer to have cooperated 
with the Chinese. In 1998 he helped to establish the International Design Centre at Nanjing 
Forestry University. Kukkapuro has made significant deals in order to work with local 
companies to produce some of his designs. He has a deep relationship with Chinese hard-
wood carpenter Yin Hongqiang: he discussed with him and learnt about Ming-style furni-
ture, and started to design Chinese style furniture with using bamboo plywood. Kaj Kalin 
once said: “Currently, Nordic design is with rich color. The most profound corporation is 
between Kukkapuro and Doctor Fang Hai. …Kukkapuro’s cooperation with Yin Hong-
qiang is more attractive project” (op. cit. Liu, 2002, 15). Kukkapuro’s Chinese style furniture 
(Fig.24 and Fig.25) combines Chinese indigenous culture and modernity (Fig.26, Handler, 
2001, 76 and Fig.27). The Dragon Chair demonstrates this combination. The development 
process of the chair lasted two years. Its form is taken from the Ming-styling Round-backed 
Armchair; the finalised design reflects in detail characteristics of Nordic Functionalism. 
For example, Chinese traditional furniture never paid attention to the function of being 
stacked. For catering to the requests of modern storage and transport, many Dragon Chairs 
can be stacked. According to Yin Hongqiang’s introduction, sometimes, in the cooperation 
Kukkapuro and he realized one design plan through two different ways and materials. In 
these processes they found some essence of different traditional manufactures. Sometimes 
they have different heights and materials (soft or hard) for the seat board of the same form 
for being suitable for different usage (rest or work)
. 
                              
                     
Fig.24 Bamboo chair and Fig.25 Dragon Chair, by Yrjö Kukkapuro  
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Fig.26 Ming-style Rose Chair                                Fig.27 Ming-style Cross-leg Chair
In September 2011, Kukkapuro Chinese Art Gallery was established in Shanghai. On the 
two floors covering 360 square meters, his classical design works are shown for public. 
This gallery could be a useful place for Chinese and Finnish designers to study and inspire 
each other. 
These various historical proofs show the influence of Chinese Ming-style furniture on 
Finnish modern furniture. They support Talve when he stated that “change is almost al-
ways sparked off by a stimulus, idea or direct model received via contacts from outside 
the community. The number of contacts and the potential for them within different com-
munities have varied in the course of history” (Talve, 1997, 352). When Finland and China 
became connected, influences from both sides brought about changes to some extent to 
either one or both of the countries; and these influences came in many forms. I believe that 
these influences were positive and reasonable no matter whether they were more or less, 
direct or indirect.
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6 Conclusion
In the previous chapters, the form and function, the design principle and method of the 
two kinds of furniture have been compared and analysed as well as their cultural meaning 
system. The results of these comparison and analyses have the ability to show whether the 
similarity between the two kinds of furniture is simply down to reasons of their own. In 
chapter 5 the direct and indirect connections between Finnish modern furniture and Ming-
style furniture have been studied. This result may prove whether there was any influence 
taking place between the two kinds of furniture. 
6.1 thE AnsWEr of thE MAin rEsEArch quEstion 
Before I draw a conclusion for this research, I would like to present the following table (ta-
ble1) in which the similarities and the differences between Finnish modern furniture and 
Ming-style furniture in different categories are laid out. It is helpful to review the whole 
research and to know what the results have been got from previous comparison.
In this table, the column of similarity is almost full. This means that the similarity be-
tween the two kinds of furniture exists in most of these comparative items, except the 
“target group”, “main social ideology” and “influence on the two kinds of furniture”. The 
difference in target group points out the difference of social ideology: Finnish democratic 
attitude and Chinese feudal Confucianism. It resulted in fundamental differences between 
the two kinds of furniture. However, through my study it turns out that the two concepts 
of “democracy” and “feudalism” in this table are not absolute. There were some adjust-
ments in these concepts, making them closer to each other. This could be the first reason 
for the similarity between the two kinds of furniture besides the relative simple reason of 
historical influences. It will be analysed as follows along with other reasons.
6.1.1 There were adjustments in ideology in the two countries 
There is a distinction between Finnish modern design and the style of Modernism. The so-
called democratic design was described by orthodox Modernism as avoiding using expen-
sive materials and implementing modern mass industrial production; so that more people 
could have the economic ability to use good products and have good lives. It concentrated 
on the financial aspect of catering for the general public. They did not have any emotional 
factor in design, and could be said to use a kind of spiritual tyranny and violence. In fact, in 
the history of Finnish design, there was one period of wandering around Modernism. After 
World War II, most of the social elites preferred the elegant and restrained aesthetic and 
ascetic life of minimalism. At that time, modern style had become synonymous with good 
taste (see Korvenmaa, 2012, 134). This Calvinist view, which deliberately avoided comfort 
and decoration, was characteristic of Finnish design ideas (see ibid, 138). But, in the end, 
Finnish designers found the best way: many modern design works reflected the taste of 
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items Main similarities
description
finnish 
modern furniture
chinese 
Ming-style furniture
Material · wood (natural material) · ordinary local woods
· also use other materials 
· luxury hardwoods
· also use other ma-
terials for structure or 
decoration 
Surface 
treatment
· showing original materi-
als generally
· oil, wax and soap
· natural lacquer and 
reagents
· wax
· natural wrapped 
slurry
Decoration · being simple 
· combine with functional 
structure
· no extra decoration
· no extra implicated cul-
tural meaning
· delicate decoration 
in small areas
· with rich cultural 
meaning
Structure · organic form
· tenon-and-mortise 
structures
· modular design
· curved and slim but 
strong line
· being simple
· various and complicated 
tenon-and-mortise struc-
tures
· modular design
· curved and slim but 
strong line
· being simple 
· simple tenon-and-
mortise  structures
· connecting by screws
· modular design
Function · with explicit function
· being ergonomic
· scientific details 
· with explicit function
· being ergonomic
· scientific details 
· entertainment function
· with explicit function
· being ergonomic
· scientific details 
· spiritual function
· educational function
Background 
of design 
principle
· based on own culture
· absorbed new ideas from
- other cultures, or,
- the reformation of own 
culture
· National Romantic Move-
ment 
· Neo-classicism
· Enlightenment
Design 
principle
· being human 
· being functional 
· being organic 
· Organic Functionalism · Artistic Pragmatism
Design idea · being simple and plain · being simple and plain · being simple and plain 
Target 
group
· for ordinary human life · for middle and upper 
classes 
Product 
process
· pay attention to human 
feeling
· manual and mass produc-
tion
· manual production
Relation-
ship with 
surrounding
· being harmonious with 
surrounding
· being harmonious with 
 surrounding
· being harmonious 
with surrounding
Attitude on 
ecology
· being generally positive · being positive · being partially posi-
tive
Table 1
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human democracy. Finnish furniture does not only pay attention to the financial factor. 
Being different from stiff orthodox Modernism, Finnish modern furniture has a relatively 
free appearance; tends to lean toward individuality. Although the interiors of the homes 
inhabited by workers and those in the low-income bracket have also been modernised and 
standardised now that cheap factory-made furniture is available, Finnish designers convey 
the pleasing imprint of handicrafts through mass production. As Arja Luukela-Imperiali 
point out with regard Finnish furniture: “furniture and chairs in particular exude a highly 
personal strength” (op. cit. Raatikainen, 1998, 9). 
Although Aalto focused his work on offering service to the “little man” and Kukkapuro 
has been fighting for design in functional and cheap furniture for everyone, people have 
observed that actually their furniture is not cheap. For example, currently the price of a 
Paimio Chair is 2400 euro, the price of a Bubble Chair is 3890 euro and the price of a Ball 
Chair is 6450 euro in Artek (shop) and Aero Design Furniture OY in Helsinki. So it seems 
these designers are working against themselves and their own principles as their products 
are not cheap. This phenomenon could be understood from the following two aspects: 
First, understanding the meaning of democracy in designers’ work. The democracy of 
a product not only means lower prices; it also ensures product quality. It reflects the maxi-
mum extent of meeting the needs of people. The problem of how to provide a good quality 
of life to people is not easy to solve in practice. In his speech to the British Architectural 
Association in 1950, Aalto touched upon one of the most urgent issues: “This is the tragedy 
Rela-
tionship 
between 
form and 
function
· form follows function · descriptive interpretation 
· prescriptive interpreta-
tion
· prescriptive interpre-
tation
Main social 
ideology  
· democracy · feudalism 
· democracy to limited 
extent
Aesthetical 
character-
istic
· respecting and loving 
nature
· love wild nature
· obedience to natural law
· pursuing natural truth of 
humanity
· loving nature
· enjoying life in nature 
naturally
· loving nature
· purgation of the soul
· obedience to natural 
law
· enjoying life and spirit 
in nature specially
National 
character
· introverted character
· having inner peace and 
persistence 
· value their private family 
life 
· nostalgia
· modesty
· being alone
· modesty
· dry humour
· low-context culture
· implication
· modesty
· golden mean
· high-context culture
Influence 
on the two 
kinds of 
furniture
· being influenced from 
China directly and indi-
rectly
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of our time: that we have really not got the tools to give quality to a large social mass-which 
should be a real aim today” (op. cit. Schildt, 1991, 34). In his speech to the Royal Institute of 
British Architects in 1957 Aalto said: “The most inhuman houses are of course the cheapest” 
(op. cit. ibid, 36). Eero Aarnio said in the viewpoint of commerce: “Many Finnish companies 
concentrate in trying to find the cheapest possible methods of production. That’s a compe-
tition they can’t win. Companies should concentrate in making their products as brilliant 
as possible” (op. cit. Ruohonen, 2010, 23). Kari Virtanen has the same opinion: “I do not 
want to count the economic factor in design. But in the modern production and market, it 
is impossible. However, the quality of design works should not be limited to considering 
the economic factor” (Virtanen, personal communication, 6.5.2014). Commercial success is 
based on the satisfaction of customers in the aspects of both quality and price. Yrjö Kuk-
kapuro even believes that it is the “quality” that gives the designs life (see Fang, 2001a, 17). 
Seppo Siirilä’s idea supports their opinion: “Well-being in society refers to the individuals’ 
needs being met. Satisfaction of needs is based on resources for well-being, which may be 
assessed from the viewpoint of standards of living and quality of life” (Siirilä, 2002, 141).
Kaj Franck is described as the conscience of Finnish design. Virtanen agrees with this 
saying. He says: “Conscience of Finnish design can be understood like this: paying atten-
tion to the social request and the life of the masses and refusing unnecessary decoration 
in life” (Virtanen, personal communication, 6.5.2014). This pursuit of Kaj Franck is what 
Finnish modern designers had been waiting for. Finnish modern furniture is simple in 
form, lacking of unnecessary decoration and materials, but it has never ignored human 
needs only for the sake of economic reasons. After full consideration of human needs, the 
furniture design will not be of a low quality. On the contrary, it is another kind of luxury, 
to raise the standard of the people’s homes. Finnish designers’ works embodied their own 
democratic idea. For example, Aarnio’s Bubble Chair, Formula Chair, Tomato Chair and 
Ball Chair give users a wonderful world, a Utopia, although they are not very economic as 
they use lots of materials and occupy a large area (the size of the Ball Chair is 106×99×121 
cm). As it has been shown above, Finnish designers developed the meaning of democracy. 
They care about the life of the “little man”, but it does not mean they agree with offering 
lower quality products; they used standardisation to produce more furniture, but it does 
not mean they neglected people’s individual needs. 
Second, understanding the definition of the “little man” who designers are working 
for. Schildt explains “little man” like this: “who is in fact Everyman, since every individual 
is small in relation to the forces which control his fate” (Schildt, 1986a, 9). From a macro 
perspective, the concept of the “little man” is not associated with economic level; it is just 
about the research and respect of universal human pursuit. 
So, in designers’ eyes, is there any limited meaning of “little man”? In 1924, in a furni-
ture design competition of design for a family of small means, Aalto tended for a high cul-
ture consciousness. It showed that in his mind the “family of small means” of the competi-
tion was nearer to the educational class than that lower educated person. The design works 
of Aalto, Kukkapuro, and Aarnio have shown that the “little man” is not poor but should 
be the ordinary person in all walks of life with a certain degree of education and still with 
economic strength to some extent. Especially Matti Alestalo points out that: “according to 
an analysis of Finnish lifestyle by the sociologist J.P. Roos (born 1945), it is possible to define 
within the middle class a kind of cultural middle class, whose lifestyle is characterised by 
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a kind of asceticism, concerts, theatre, reading and other cultural activities and travel and 
concern for the environment” (Alestalo, 1999, 324). With the accumulation of social wealth, 
the concept of “little man” is moving closer to the middle class, which is a result of the ris-
ing education level and of changes in the industrial structure (see Riihinen, 1984, 2-6). The 
so-called high price could be seen as being affordable by the so-called “little man”. 
From designers’ understanding of the two aspects analysed some Finnish classical modern 
furniture could not be very cheap. Last but not least, although in public buildings, furniture 
is changed often relatively, in many Finnish families, the most private space, people do not 
change their old furniture too often. In addition to Finns’ affection for nostalgia, the high qual-
ity of furniture could be the reason for this. Normally, old furniture is still in good repair even 
after being used for many years. It influences people to buy quality and not cheap furniture. 
Actually, people’s feeling that a product is expensive stems from the result of compari-
son. When we compare those classical design works with contemporary design works, the 
former seem especially expensive. It is significant to discuss this phenomenon in depth. I 
would like to quote Finnish graphic designer Erik Bruun’s words in an interview: 
As to Finnish design, in the past, the masses would like to buy famous designers’ works; on 
the contrary, nowadays, the masses only buy cheaper things. …In the 1950s, newspapers and 
radio introduced a lot about “design” so people at that time knew more than today’s people. 
(op. cit. Xie, 2009, 19)
His statement shows that, in the 1950s, ordinary people could afford even works of de-
sign masters because the prices were more reasonable at that time, and design was a daily 
topic of discussion. This demonstrates the democratic character of design. To answer the 
question: “Does it mean Finns do not pay attention to design nowadays”? Bruun explains: 
“Cannot say so. Generally, Finns pay more attention to design. But there is a large price 
difference between some good products, such as containers of Iittala, and some ordinary 
products. …And now the quality of the product is not cause for concern, and people choose 
convenient and practical cheaper goods” (op. cit. ibid, 20). 
Bruun’s comparison raised a question: why do contemporary people, relatively, not 
want to buy famous designs? I think it could be explained from the following three as-
pects. First, some classical designs were not classical yet in the 1950s, although they were 
very nice. They were not tested and chosen by time. However, the same design works be-
came the choices of history in contemporary times. People consume them not only for use 
but also for collecting since their qualities are trustworthy and the brands famous. That is 
one of the reasons why they are relatively more expensive now than before. I believe that 
Kälviäinen also agrees with this opinion by saying: “some characteristics that are seen in 
products come from the brand, rather than the object itself” (Webpage, Kälviäinen, Mirja). 
By the same token, it will take time for contemporary designers’ works to be accepted by his-
tory. Thus, as designers of the 1950s, many contemporary designers’ works are excellent to-
day, but cannot yet be called classical. Their prices of course are relatively cheaper. Second, 
currently consumers can choose a wider scope than people in the 1950s. The phenomenon 
of contemporary consumers preferring cheaper products reflects the tendency of social 
fashion. Current designs prefer to update quickly, but the quality of products is placed into 
a secondary position. To sum up, it can be said that, although the prices and the degree 
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of customer concern have changed with the passage of time, Finnish furniture has always 
respected and met the needs of the masses.   
In my opinion, in addition to meeting the public’s needs, designers should have the 
purpose to educate and guide people in order to develop a goal for the public and then to 
improve their living standards. The so-called definition of good taste came from the main 
roles in the area of applied art, those who grasp the fashion and some public educators. 
They themselves became stars. Good taste could be passed through them to the masses. 
After World War II, Finnish believed this. Designer’s responsibility was to wake people up; 
to let them know the advantages and importance of good design (see Korvenmaa, 2012, 
138). In the Ming and Qing dynasties, the literati made a good paradigm of this system as 
was discussed in chapter 4.260 
What adjustment in ideology has taken place in Ming-style furniture? First is the 
reformation of Confucianism. Enlightenment thinking in the Ming Dynasty brought a 
fresh air to society which was controlled by solemn Confucianism. The Chinese Confu-
cian literati were reformist in the Ming Dynasty. In acute social crisis, there were some 
resistance groups with experimental Enlightenment thinking. Although their idea did 
not form a strong enough force to contain the imperial power, and they were suppressed 
gradually, the Enlightenment thinking still caused a certain degree of spiritual eman-
cipation in the society. It reminded of some of the values which were put forward by 
Confucians but which had not got enough attention from mainstream social thought in a 
long time. For example, both Confucius and Xunzi deemed the aesthetic state the utmost 
realm of life. Enlightenment thinking liberated people’s minds to correct the bias: people 
thought highly of literature and despised handicrafts. Then, people laid emphasis on 
pursuing spiritual enjoyment while they created material wealth. Literary elites and gov-
ernment officials put aside their arrogance to design and create items of everyday use. 
Through the cooperation of the literati and craftsmen Ming-style furniture was made 
almost perfectly. 
The more significant thing is the scientific idea which was brought by Enlightenment 
thinking and that had the spirit of democracy and equality. As it was mentioned in chapter 
3261, the Chinese traditional thinking paid more attention to virtue and philosophy than sci-
entific knowledge. Real science has not been emphasised enough because it did not help the 
system of hierarchy in the feudal times. Even when Song Yingxing wrote his Tian Gong Kai 
Wu, he painfully claimed that: “this book has nothing to do with official positions and riches” 
(He, 2007, 126). This shows that in the mainstream Chinese feudal society there was no equal-
ity at all.  However, the scientific spirit may transfer the hierarchical world into a world of 
equality to some extend. Being the object of scientific research, everything and everyone has 
equal scientific value and obeys the same scientific rules. At least in the process of designing 
and producing Ming-style furniture, the scientific spirit of democracy was somewhat reveal-
ing. A design principle which represents warm human feeling and scientific function is as 
similar as it is in Finnish modern furniture. In detail, for example, the two kinds of furniture 
have considerations for ergonomic and scientific data. These data are objective, and are equal 
for everyone, regardless of the differences between social classes. Then it could be said that 
260 See chapter 4 (4.1.2).
261 See chapter 3 (3.1.2.1).
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there is the character of democracy in the two kinds of furniture. But of course, this is not a 
sufficient condition to change the class positioning of Ming-style furniture.  
Second, Taoism went with Confucianism. Although Taoism was at a disadvantage and 
could not really compete with Confucianism, frustrated officials retreated into Taoism to 
manage their own spirit space. In addition, most of the literati, even successful officials, 
often spiced up their secular life with Taoism thinking and experience. Therefore, Tao-
ism has practicality. It always holds an aesthetic attitude in real life for people to create 
a beautiful living environment and the ability to enjoy it. The phenomenon of a mutual 
penetration of philosophical thinking from Confucianism and Taoism was the precondi-
tion for developing Ming-style furniture: In Ming-style furniture there was the preciseness 
of Confucianism and the freedom of Taoism. This let the Ming-style furniture integrate the 
characteristics of adamancy and softness. Both Confucians and Taoists did not make the 
distinction between subjective and objective worlds. They created an atmosphere in Ming-
style furniture to pursue both secular success and naturally spiritual scenery.
As what is discussed above, adjustments were made in the two ideologies in Finland 
and China. It may be safe to claim that these adjustments are compromise in the two differ-
ent cultures, and may be seen a premise to understanding each other. 
6.1.2.There is an introverted character in common
It is believable that an emotion of nostalgia is one reason for Finnish modern furniture to 
modify Modernism to some extent. One disadvantage of Modernism is that it raised the situ-
ation of globalisation which “leads to the end of cultural differences and to the beginning of 
global similarity” and “may be conceptualized as ‘the end of traditions’ or ‘the end of local 
cultures’” as Anttonen declares (Anttonen, 2005, 119). On the contrary, over the years Finns 
have been obsessed with the traditional style to a larger extent than mainland European. Fin-
land has been an agriculture country. In the period of transformation from agriculture to in-
dustrialisation, from being poor to being rich, people still want to have relatively inexpensive 
and traditional style products. Thus, when Functionalism spread to Finland, it was adapted 
to the reality of the conditions there and made a significant change to the performance with 
a refined, simple and modern style in a Finnish way. It softened a too rigid geometry, so that 
Functionalism went on to mature and eventually became one of the main features of Finnish 
design. For example, in design, wood and plywood are used instead of the steel tube which 
was the iconic material in the furniture of Modernism. This prompted the Functionalism 
localisation to suit the tastes of material, manufacturing and people in Finland. 
A significant event was the establishing of Aalto’s Artek Company in 1935. That year 
was also the 100th anniversary of the Finnish national epic Kalevala; the celebration also 
sparked nationalist sentiment (see Korvenmaa, 2012, 98). From the ideological point of 
view, the nostalgia in design was a refraction of objection against the Totalitarianism in the 
design culture.262 
For Finns, if in the course of adaption with Modernism, the emotion of nostalgia was 
262 Modernism had a democratic aim in the realm of design ideas: to be used by more people and by 
ordinary people. But in practice, it used a means of Totalitarianism to realise this aim: it pursued being 
cheap and simple at the cost of human feeling.
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reflected through their being a reluctance to give up their tradition, then in the middle and 
late 1970s nostalgia showed the face of re-examining. Industrial technology and rational 
thinking brought people new lives, but they obscured people’s fascination for human na-
ture and local tradition. Material culture and rural life were going further than before. Peo-
ple realised that too much emphasis on Functionalism was dangerous. The thinking trend 
of anti-urbanisation made the younger generation appreciate some items in the 1950s, es-
pecially the furniture, and also some items in the early 1960s and 1970s. Through these 
products people hoped to maintain and demonstrate their identity and status (see ibid, 
190-248). This was another spiritual need which is different from the nostalgia in affection. 
One of the reasons for nostalgia in Finnish modern furniture design is: Finland belongs 
to a relatively closed area geographically and culturally. Although under the control of 
Sweden for a long time and heavily influenced by it, Finland still cherishes its own culture 
and tradition. I would like to quote Giedion’s words to explain it as the second reason for 
nostalgia. In history: 
Each of the rulers left his imprint on the country; but not one of the invaders could really curb 
the people. The only way of get along with the Finns was to treat them in a friendly manner 
and, as far as possible, to leave them undisturbed…it is a unique mixture of smoothness and 
friendliness, with and imperturbable firmness in the depths of their soul, that makes up the 
strength of these people. (Giedion, 2002, 622)
In chapter 3, I mentioned that Aalto placed emphasis on vernacular emotion in his design263. 
Although he learned from Neo-classicism and Functionalism and got influences from many 
designs from other countries, central European traditional values did not control his design. 
He insisted on his own style with both a modern and traditional flavour. Just like Göran 
Schildt said: “Alvar Aalto’s work is in a state of equilibrium between universal cultural val-
ues and local specific features, without putting either in the shadow of the other” (Schildt, 
1991, 30). Kukkapuro gave another explanation for vernacular emotion by saying:
It arises no doubt from the fact that the vernacular tradition of crafts is close to us, our history 
is short and very few designers and architects have been born in cities. Most of them come from 
a rural environment…the natural way of making things has always been self-evident for me, 
and the basis of everything…asceticism and simplification in Finnish design, are presumably 
its basis. (op. cit. Kukkapuro-Enbom, 2008, 14)  
Kukkapuro’s opinion is reasonable since it is from his own experience and he is a furniture 
designer. For these geographical and historic reasons, Finns try to keep tradition in design 
as much as possible to soften the International-style.
From my viewpoint, being based on a homogeneous culture, nostalgia and vernacular 
emotions are prominent. From the aspect of religion, in consideration to secularisation, 
Leea Virtanen and Thomas DuBois analyse homogeneous culture by saying that: 
263 See chapter 3 (3.1.1.1).
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Finland is a remarkably homogeneous nation. Even despite secular trends of the twentieth 
century. …The influence of Lutheranism in Finnish folk culture was broad and decisive, and 
customs related to a Christian worldview were integral parts of everyday life. (Virtanen & 
DuBois, 2000, 82) 
Although the proportion of Finns belonging to the Lutheran Church has been slowly de-
clining, from 98.1% (1920) to 85.2% (1999; see Salonen et al. 2001, 15) and to 81.7% in 2007 
(see Dutton, 2009, 110), according to data of a survey in The Church at the Turn of the Mil-
lennium, the challenge to the Lutheran Church will not come from other religious com-
munities, because “only 2.1% of Finnish were members of other religious communities” 
(Salonen et al. 2001, 15).
The following words from Lewis Mumford could be a summary of what Finnish mod-
ern furniture has afforded. In the 1940s, he raised the concept of Regionalism in The New 
Yorker to replace the International-style which was popular around the world at that time. 
He held that: architecture should be based on architects’ understanding of the local con-
dition and culture in depth. Meanwhile, he emphasised that Regionalism should not be 
limited to only using local materials and structure; it should accept something new, and try 
to make a delicate balance between localisation and globalisation, between individual and 
the universal (see op. cit. Lefaivre & Tzonis, 2007, 24-27). 
When it comes to Ming-style furniture, Chinese traditional thought was conservative. 
China is located in the east of the world’s largest continent, Asia. To the east is the vast 
Pacific Ocean, surrounded by mountains, deserts and oceans. This geographical condi-
tion not only constituted a relatively independent unit geographically, but to a big extent 
formed a powerful national centripetal force. Chinese culture showed characteristics of 
cohesion. Chinese people generally believe that Chinese civilisation was the world’s civili-
sation; China was the world. In this ideological cage, it was difficult for Chinese people to 
have a concept of competing with foreign nations. Huang Renyu describes Ming Dynasty 
China as “an introverted and non-competitive national and an era of stagnation, but pay 
attention to introspection” (Huang, 1997, Content). Furthermore, he declares: “Ming Dy-
nasty China was a farming-oriented country. …Therefore it looks like a large village rather 
than a country. Being the largest rural group in this world, it may run well without com-
merce…and had no intention to diversify the national economy” (ibid, 183-184). Despite 
the relatively diversified economic forms which were brought by Capitalism in that time, 
generally speaking, the Ming Dynasty followed the Chinese ancient culture of homogene-
ousness.
Practically, the feudal environment of strict respect in family and society, there were 
stable family and societal systems in China. In Chinese conservative traditional thought, 
Confucius said: “When parents are alive, younger generation should not go far away from 
them. If the leaving is necessary, people must let parents know their destinations” (Chen, 
1996a, Vol.4, 69). The significance of Chinese people’s life is located in the family. Without 
family the souls of Chinese people have no refuge. An extreme example is that the Chinese 
always want to be buried in their own hometown even if they did not die there. So a lot 
of elder Chinese people return to China from other countries where they emigrated when 
they were younger. This kind of vernacular emotion has been at work in China even up 
until now in people’s minds. It protected traditional culture to keep pure. 
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Traditional Chinese culture developed and changed slowly, never making big differ-
ences suddenly. The ideas of cohesive solidarity and unification were reflected in Ming-
style furniture. Enlightenment thinking contributed more freedom to design ideas and 
techniques. But no matter how the popular philosophy changed, the nostalgia and ver-
nacular emotion in Ming-style furniture could not be changed; the traditional taste for 
aesthetic appreciation affected furniture strongly, giving it a timeless style. 
However there are different expressions of nostalgia in the two kinds of furniture. Peo-
ple’s characters in China and Finland are generally introverted, but there is a subtle dif-
ference between them. Finns prefer to normally be quiet, meaning they say nothing. This 
came from their low-context culture. While Chinese do not like to be talkative also, but 
usually say only a few words as a hint to express their deeper feeling with showing their 
high-context culture. They have different attitudes on the traditional pattern of decoration: 
in Ming-style furniture traditional patterns were used in the way of implication. When we 
look at a piece of Ming-style furniture it takes us back to the time 400 years ago through 
meaningful small part decoration. While in Finnish modern furniture, there is no any tra-
ditional pattern. Designers do not think it is necessary to respect tradition by imitating old 
patterns or by trying to make any extra visual symbol to show the relationship between the 
old and the new. They are interested in the real quality that was embodied by traditional 
furniture and that gave the modern designs a vivid life. The nostalgia in Finnish modern 
furniture is shown through the material and form. 
6.1.3 There are certain unique design ideas in common
Although the two kinds of furniture belong to different continents and are from different 
epochs, cultural adjustments and nostalgia made the two kinds of furniture maintain the 
established traditional style as much as possible. They are visually low-key and conserva-
tive, do not follow fashion without thinking and selecting and stick to consistent universal 
design principles. This formed the basis of the similarity of their forms. Also it is no sur-
prise to find some unique things in common with regard to design ideas.
First, respect for nature. As Chen Wangheng said: “In broad sense, hometown means 
natural human environment, the earth” (Chen, 2007, 83), the concept of nature directly con-
nects with the concepts of hometown and nostalgia. Aalto expressed the same understanding 
in his design works. His “use of organic curves, careful attention to natural light, embodiment 
of allusions to the forms of nature (and in other instances also to local vernacular traditions), 
frequent use of wood, and more, are often gathered under the rubric of his putative regional-
ism” (Goldhagen, 2007, 50). This description about Aalto’s work can be used about Ming-style 
furniture. Nostalgia makes it feel like the two kinds of furniture are close to nature, or it can 
be said that by being close to nature, the two kinds of furniture have the emotion of nostalgia. 
Taoism is more powerful than Confucianism in the field of art. The Taoist viewpoint 
about nature is that human beings are an integral part of nature. Likewise, Finnish modern 
furniture concentrated on both humans and nature. Its design conception with human feel-
ing is in accordance with Chinese aesthetic ideas. So, even nowadays, it is not difficult to 
see some furniture in rustic style in modern functional buildings, for example the corridor 
chair at the University of Eastern Finland (Fig.1). It could be a combination of rustic chair 
and a sculpture, making rustic chair more artistic feature.
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Second, is being simple in design. When Aarnio de-
signed his Chinese Stool, his purpose was not to design a 
stool exactly in Chinese style. Actually, “the starting point 
here is to find more beautiful shape for a simple stool. Some-
thing interesting is that he felt the result has a strong Chi-
nese feeling, and thus he called this stool ‘Chinese’” (Fang, 
2003c, 263). This is a proof that there are some general agree-
ments between Aarnio’s design and Chinese traditional 
design. This example shows that there are some universal 
values in design of the two different kinds of furniture. Anne 
Stenros said that “it is vital for a designer to keep up with the 
spirit of the times and this is obviously so…but the question 
is one of human need: some of these are unchanging” (Sten-
ros, 1998, 6). It is possible, and even necessary, for designers 
of different styles to have these unchanging requirements as 
had the Ming-style furniture and Finnish modern furniture. 
Third, Finnish modern furniture and Ming-style furni-
ture practiced the method of modular design. This is espe-
cially valuable in Ming-style furniture. Flexible tenon-and-
mortise joints facilitated traditional Chinese handcrafts and 
reached an important objective of modern design: to install 
and remove freely, so that it is convenient for transporting 
and replacing components of furniture. About this topic Yang Yao pointed out that: recent-
ly most people advocate Western-style furniture. …I would like to say that not all modern 
things are from Western countries (see Yang, 2002, 24). If we say that Finnish modern furni-
ture is modern functional with a unique Finnish culture character, then conversely, Ming-
style furniture is an expression of the Chinese culture connotation with some modern fea-
tures. The magazine Form Function Finland summed up seven characters for the exhibition 
Finnish Design 10. They are: 1. Modern classic (the northern tradition); 2. Natural (naturally 
and close to nature); 3. Lightness (lightness and air); 4. Minimal (austere and functional); 
5. Neo-pop (Pop holds its own); 6. High-tech (state-of-the-art technology); 7. Emergents 
(new and rising) (No. 70, 2/1998, 11-17). It could be said that at least five of them are similar 
with regard the characters of Ming-style furniture. We must clearly recognise that in some 
ways the Chinese traditional design thinking and Western modern scientific design theory 
have something in common, and the former could offer an inspiration for modern design.
       
 6.1.4 opportunities for the recreation of new design works in modern times
In his book Hermerén said: “It is necessary not only to ask in what respect a particular 
artist was influenced by another. It is also important-and this is probably more difficult-to 
ask…in what respect has he transformed the first artist’s ideas into something new? Has 
the influence from this other artist helped him to find a style or an expression of his own?” 
(Hermerén, 1975, 6) These questions concern the concept of recreating. 
On one hand, the opportunity for recreating is created by Finnish modern furniture itself. 
I would like to analyse the question how to get influence in design from another prominent 
Fig.1 Corridor chair, 
University of Eastern 
Finland
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phenomenon. It is clear that Finnish modern furniture and furniture from other countries are 
influencing Chinese modern furniture. It is not difficult to find facts to prove this statement. 
For example, the imitative work (Fig.2) of Stool E60264 (Fig.3), the imitative work (Fig.4) of 
Cognac XO265 (Fig.5) and even the imitative work (Fig.6) of Snowball Chandelier266 (Fig.7). 
Some of these cases are almost direct copies; some of them have been changed a little bit. 
                                                                                                      
Fig.2 Imitative work 
of the Stool E60                       
  
Fig.3 Stool E60, 
by Alvar Aalto
                                                                                             
Fig.4 Imitative work
 of the Cognac XO
                       
Fig.5 Cognac XO, 
by Eero Aarnio
                                                                                         
Fig.6 Imitative work of the 
Snowball Chandelier
Fig.7 Snowball 
Chandelier, 
by Poul Henningsen
264 Stool E60 was designed by Alvar Aalto in 1933.
265 Cognac XO was designed by Eero Aarnio in 2008.
266 Snowball Chandelier was designed by Danish designer Poul Henningsen in 1957.
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In an interview by Ivko Stanev, when Aarnio answered the question: “who was/is your 
biggest competitor”? Eero said simply: “China which copies my designs” (op. cit. Stanev, 
2012, 140-143). Unfortunately it is true. He has no choice but to tell this with black humour. 
He has to admit, China’s plagiarism has indeed a long history. As early as the Ming and 
Qing dynasties, Li Yu complained about the piracy and plagiarism of his book: “I worked 
hard, but others eat my food. I vow to fight with them till I die” (Li, 1992, 229). In the mod-
ern economic society, this phenomenon became intensified. From an academic perspective, 
this phenomenon raises a series of questions: How can designers be at once influenced by 
a work and not copy it? If imitation is one of the results of getting influence, to what extent 
is imitation acceptable?
To respond to these questions, first of all it is better to study some important opinions 
about imitation in history267. Imitation is the first step of the art behavior of human beings. 
But it will never lead to a high level of art work. As philosophical thoughts on the subject 
developed, the tendency was that philosophers, artists and designers gradually believed 
that imitation along with the participation of the spirit was more and more important in 
art work; many of them even believed imitation could and should be creative. This opinion 
is significant in design. 
In Aristotle’s view, imitation was no longer a servile depiction of appearance, but it be-
came an expression of human beings’ passion and emotion. It could be a deviation or distil-
lation of life to some extent. He believed: “An act viewed merely as an external process or 
result, one of a series of outward phenomena, is not the true object of aesthetic imitation” 
(op. cit. Butcher, 1951, 123). Leonardo da Vinci had the Mirror Theory. He believed that art 
should reflect nature just like a mirror. But it did not mean that art should represent nature. 
Art reflected reality not only through sensing but also by rational understanding. Artists 
would like to create a second nature with their conceptual work. He said: “The painter who 
only trusts his accustomed ways and approximations while drawing, is like a mirror which 
emulates whatever objects is put in front of it, without really understanding anything” (op. 
cit. Lahdensuu, 2009, 259). Belinsky had a similar theory: art was the reproduction of real-
ity. He said: “The artists had the habit of beautifying the nature and they also idealized the 
reality i.e. by describing the non-existent things and telling things not heard of” (Belinsky, 
1975, 6). Their opinions were based on aesthetic imitation but not the imitation of simple 
copy. Aesthetic imitation should possess some sense of expression through which artists or 
designers show their comprehensive understanding and personal emotion.  
Being an aesthetic category, expression was read in Aesthetics which was written by Eu-
gene Veron. He said that “art is the manifestation of emotion, obtaining external interpre-
tation” (Veron, 1878, 98). It was the prevailing thinking during the late nineteenth century 
and the early twentieth century. Benedetto Croce believed that: “feelings or impressions, 
then, pass by means of words from the obscure region of the soul into the clarity of the 
contemplative spirit (see Croce, 1978, 8-9). He laid more emphasis on the role of the spirit 
and the way of expression, believing that art should surpass reality with some spiritual 
experience or understanding. H. Gene Blocker compares the expression to transformation: 
267 I chose these philosophers and aestheticians because they were important figures in the topic of 
imitation in history. It turns out that their opinions stand by the development rule of art and design. 
They cannot be neglected by somebody who studies in the field.   
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Feeling as an emotional state is often the origin of a work of art, but it is not what is finally 
expressed in that art work. The emotion is transformed, and it is this transformation which the 
causal theory of expression seems to ignore…but with this significant correction, the expres-
sion theory contains valuable insights. (Blocker, 1979, 106) 
From the words above, it is clear that Western art has developed from imitation of represen-
tation to expressive expression. The emergence of Abstract Art in the end of the nineteenth 
century and the early twentieth century has demonstrated this trend. For artists it is no 
longer satisfactory to copy nature. They long to express their understanding in life and art 
creation. Even though there are elements of nature, or other works can be taken in their 
works, those elements are reorganised according to an individual artist’s own understand-
ing or ideas. In China, expressive expression in art had long history. Since the Southern and 
Northern dynasties, painter Xie He had established six principles for painting and appreci-
ating painting. The first one was “with active spiritual outlook” (op. cit. Han, 2009, 117). He 
thought highly of understanding reality and transforming it in painting. Then it became the 
tradition of Chinese painting to grasp the essence of things but not to be trapped in the hon-
est imitation of the appearance of things. The essence of things was deemed the truth which 
is more real than a thing’s actual appearance. This is why some laymen thought that the 
painting skills of Chinese traditional painters were not as good as those of Western painters 
who came before the time of Abstract Art. It does not regard skill, but something about idea. 
In English the word “express” has the original meaning that is “to press or squeeze 
out the contents of” (Murray et al. 1969, 446). The inner emotion of humans pours out 
from their hearts in art works because of them being pressed. This expressive work differs 
from representation work, which only uses materials as the method; it needs the posi-
tive participation of mental work. It is a production process including the analysis and 
comprehension gained by the designer through the experience and knowledge they have 
collected. Something new is always created when people express themselves. Similar to 
Blocker’s opinion of transformation, I think expression could be called a translation work 
which keeps the essence of the original but where the new appears. Rudolf Arnheim has 
an opinion about this issue, with which I agree. He said:
He (artist) must be deeply concerned with-and impressed by-his experience. He also must have 
the wisdom to find significance in individual occurrences by understanding them as symbols of 
universal truths…the artist’s privileges is the capacity to apprehend the nature and meaning 
of an experience in the terms of a given medium, and thus to make it tangible, he finds shape 
for the bodiless structure of what he felt. (Arnheim, 1974, 169)   
Göran Hermerén said: “Similarity is often used as evidence of influence” (Hermerén, 1975, 
27). If this is so, then how can people distinguish whether two similar design works have 
had an expressive imitation or a simple imitation? However, Hermerén followed on by say-
ing that “the creation of a work of art may be influenced by a number of factors and that 
familiarity with works of other artists is only one of these factors” (ibid, 31). It means that 
although the model design and the new design look similar, it is not enough of a reason 
to explain the former gives expressive imitation to the latter. On this topic, Hermerén’s 
opinion is that:
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I would like to stress that the requirement of visibility does not say or imply that the influence 
should be visible”. …“If X genuinely influenced the creation of Y with respect to a, then the 
similarities between X and Y with respect to a are more subtle and more difficult to discover 
than in the case of copies, sketches, paraphrases, etc. (ibid, 95) 
From what I have discussed above, it is known that expressive imitation can be said to be a 
positive influence. It is opposite to the imitation of representation, the negative influence268. 
In design, simple imitation of representation of perceptual experience does not need the 
creation of anything new, just a comparatively mechanical copy. It is against the principles 
of artistic creation: sincerity, independence, freedom and originality. The consequence of 
representation was unsustainable development. In contrast, if a designer was influenced 
by another work positively, although she or he imitates, she or he still should keep an 
independent idea in mind to express the spirit of that model work through own design 
language. The new design work must offer some new information to people. Otherwise the 
designer could be said to be even copying or plagiarising. For designers, it is necessary to 
study something other than just the appearance of design works such as design principles, 
methods and culture, imitating not only from appearance, but also from the idea of the 
model object. After all, the appearance of design work relates to joint actions in many fac-
tors. It is not just an appearance. This study makes the good design works more valuable 
in the future. For example, in an interview, Kukkapuro said: 
Karuselli was designed according to the principle of ergonomics. Then putting require-
ments of human being as the core of design could be say an eternal guideline. But the 
eternal guideline should not be only this one. Human’s pursuits are always various. 
Even the requirements of human being could be explained in various ways. (op. cit. 
Fang, 2004c, 13) 
These various ways of doing things allowed designers to make design works of different 
types, thus helping designers break through the trap of copying. There are another two exam-
ples to demonstrate my opinion. According to Giogio Vasari269, to create the Mona Lisa Leon-
ardo da Vinci invited musicians to play music and sing for his model to improve the model’s 
mood. He needed the model’s smile to be from the heart (see op. cit. Gao, 2009, 182). If one 
does not try to understand the contents of the secret behind the smile, one cannot accurately 
and vividly copy this smile. However, Chinese painters also believe that they should prepare 
the emotion before painting, but their point is to prepare painters’ emotions, rather than those 
of the models. If necessary, they could ask musicians to play music for themselves but not for 
the models. For Chinese painters, the smile in their own hearts is more important than that in 
models’ hearts. Although the former example is objective, paying attention to models, the later 
example is subjective, paying more attention to painters. But both of them concern the spirit 
behind the surface phenomena. They are a positive attitude towards the creation or recreation.
268 In my text, the meanings of positive influence and negative influence are different from those given 
by Göran Hermerén. He believes that “if a work X had a positive influence on the work Y, Y is similar 
to X; if X had a negative influence on Y, Y is markedly different from X” (Hermerén., 1975, 42).
269 Giogio Vasari (1511-1574): Lives of the Most Excellent Italian Architects, Painters and Sculptors (1568).
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Coming back to the design phenomenon of Finnish modern furniture, I do deem that 
Finnish modern furniture was an independent item when it became influenced by Ming-
style furniture. The former has its own understanding on Ming-style furniture; and mean-
while has scientific research on modern furniture. Thus, this influence is indirect and its 
result is positive. Of particular importance is that the so-called “similar idea” between the 
two kinds of furniture may come originally from the designers’ own tradition and culture. 
Only if designers agree with the similar idea in the first place, can the influence and the 
recreating go well. 
On the other hand, is there any room in design works for later recreating? The answer 
is that the opportunity for recreating was also offered by Ming-style furniture. It is a crucial 
factor whether the later generations can break away from imitation of representation. 
Firstly, as I mentioned above, Ming-style furniture can be called the herald of modern 
design in a way because of how it shows its universal value and its modernity in design 
idea. Catering to the efficient and simple modern lifestyle, Ming-style furniture showed a 
concise and clean form.
Secondly, the most important thing is that the advantage of Ming-style furniture is 
on a spiritual level. This spiritual abstract conception is found inside the form and can be 
matched with many appearances. In other words, modern designers might create different 
forms to express their understanding of the design idea of Ming-style furniture. For a new 
design, trying to approach the design idea of the model is more valuable and efficient than 
only imitating the form of it. To explain this opinion, I would like to give an example: is 
there any room for recreation when a modern designer studies one piece of Qing-style fur-
niture which has complex decoration? Its form, with an exaggerated decoration, means the 
modern designer could not use another form to express his or her understanding of Qing-
style furniture. This is because the value of the spirit of Qing-style furniture was expressed 
by its concrete decorated form. What was shown to people’s eyes was what the Qing-style 
furniture wanted to express in mind. Its mind only matched its exact form. If Qing-style 
furniture is studied, only the physical form can be copied. By using another form, the new 
design work would not keep the taste of Qing-style furniture. 
Coincidentally, Gombrich, in his book The Story of Art, discussed creative expression 
by saying that:
To many this may sound like a paradox. They think of all art as a means of “expression”, and 
to some extent they are right. But the matter is not quite so simple as it is sometimes thought to 
be. It is obvious that an Egyptian artist had little opportunity of expressing his personality. The 
rules and conventions of his style were so strict that there was very little scope for choice. It re-
ally comes to this-that where there is no choice there is no expression. (Gombrich, 1978, 398)
The two examples show that an item in a physical sense with a stiff form would only 
represent itself and that there is not enough room for recreating. Quite the contrary, Finn-
ish modern furniture is in agreement with Ming-style furniture in spirit but has its own 
uniqueness and character. 
Through the comparing in the study, the drawbacks of Ming-style furniture caused by 
the limitations of time and thought can be found: it pursued harmony, but lacked an objec-
tive judgment standard; designers and craftsmen imposed their consciousness and emotion 
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on furniture, with the character being experiential and subjective. The process of designing 
and producing Ming-style furniture was an individual and concrete process; the method 
has not been defined as a scientific theory. However, on the contrary, it is an advantage for 
the later generations to grasp the main and the most important spirit of Ming-style furniture 
without being limited by a systematic leaning process? 
The summary is the answer to the main research question: how and why have Finn-
ish modern furniture and Chinese Ming-style furniture been existent in different periods 
and locations with dissimilar backgrounds but similar forms. Influence is one of the facts. 
But the more essential thing is that the two kinds of furniture make the influence possible. 
They have independent but similar design ideas. Although the most important factors of 
their philosophical ideals and religion are different, they still have similar design ideas in 
ideology because they modified their ideologies throughout history. In one word, although 
it looks like the similarity between the two kinds of furniture is accidental, it is also inevi-
table. This inevitability not only came from the influence, but also came from designers’ 
understanding of their own local culture which points out the universal value in life and in 
design, as Taine said: “Environment270 will accept the art which is consistent with it, and to 
prevent and eliminate the art which is inconsistent with it” (Taine, 2007, 13). When Finnish 
modern furniture met Ming-style furniture, both of them were lucky. Ming-style furniture 
found the modern language to speak for it; Finnish modern furniture got the idea and 
sympathy from Ming-style furniture, making the influence positive. 
6.2  rEfLEctions on this rEsEArch 
In reflecting the whole research work, one of the characters have been the systematical 
comparison of form and function in chapter 2 and the comparison of design principle and 
design and manufacturing method in chapter 3. These parts were the most practical and 
interesting parts of this work and I am familiar with design works and the relative tacit 
knowledge. So, from my interest viewpoint and the needs of this research, it was logical to 
start from those tangible objects. It turns out that this was a good starting place.  
The second character is that I paid great effort to produce something different from 
other researchers by trying to explain the evident design phenomenon from all its dif-
ferent aspects as much as possible. It makes the comparative scope broad. Some aspects 
look unconnected, for example, the aspects of social ideology and national character. But 
I do believe there are potential connections between human’s ideology and their work, 
human’s character and their work, etc. There always should be a reason behind a certain 
phenomenon. If we look for the reason continuously, finally it leads us to the aspect of 
philosophy. Normally, artists perform research work about design or the theory of design, 
whereas philosophers perform research work about ideology or relative design works. In 
this research I try to combine the two by focusing on both. When looking at the result of 
this research, it is apparent that there are still many things waiting for further work on this 
subject. But I can say: I tried.
270 Environment: in his previous sentence Taine explained environment as the “customs and spirit of 
the times”.
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The third character in this research work was the use of grounded theory in a flexible 
way. Grounded theory is very helpful in choosing a research question, collecting data and 
for the research process. However the problem of how to deal with existing theories once 
bothered me. If I were to obey the requirement of grounded theory in the old fashion way, 
I could not use any existing theory directly. But even Strauss said later that: 
(Note by me: in the first book of grounded theory) because of…the authors’ emphasis on the 
need for grounded theory, Glaser and Strauss overplayed the inductive aspects. Correspond-
ingly, they greatly underplayed both the potential role of extant (grounded) theories and the 
unquestionable fact (and advantage) that trained researchers are theoretically sensitized”. 
(Strauss & Corbin, 1994, 277)
And further that “certainly, thoughtful reaction against restrictive prior theories and theo-
retical models can be salutary, but too rigid a conception of induction can lead to sterile or 
boring studies” (ibid, 277). So, I have tried to come to a compromise by using the existing 
theory, Organic Functionalism271, in my dissertation: before I mention it I investigate its 
background and its process of formation from my data. In this way, it is guaranteed that 
the existing theory and the result from my data is objective. Although I respect the existing 
theory, I do not agree with it blindly without first checking.
As for the problem of hypothesis, by using grounded theory it can be seen that I have 
different attitudes in different parts of my research. In chapter 1, I talked about choosing 
Aarnio’s design as my research sample272. I tried not to let the effect of having the hypoth-
esis in my mind have any influence on me. I asked myself, does Finnish modern furniture 
have to be in Aalto’s style? So I took Aarnio’s design into my field and prepared to make 
a new image of Finnish modern furniture. However, after the comparative work it turned 
out that Aarnio’s design works still belong to the whole system of Finnish modern furni-
ture, which is defined as Organic Functionalism, if these design works are understood 
abstractly and spiritually. 
In the other case, in chapter 5, where I investigated the possibility of a connection and 
influence between the two kinds of furniture, I had a hypothesis (or maybe better put I 
guessed) that there was a connection or influence between Ming-style furniture and Finn-
ish modern furniture. This hypothesis is necessary and helpful. It broadens my view to 
look widely for proof of the supposed connection between the two kinds of furniture. For 
example, because of the special relationship between Finland and Sweden, I must research 
the connection between China and Sweden also. Since Sweden and other European coun-
tries were influenced by Chinoiserie in the same period, the connection between China 
and Europe became the general background of the research of connection. Yrjö Sepänmaa 
said: “It is certain that that which is sought determines to a great extent the results, what 
is found, and what is achieved” (Sepänmaa, 1993, 74). What is sought here could be seen 
as a kind of hypothesis. This hypothesis gave me confidence to look for proof of influence. 
Without the confidence, maybe I would not have persisted in looking for relative data, 
after all the scope of data collection is quite large. 
271 See chapter 3 (3.1.1.2).
272 See chapter 1 (1.3.2.2).
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Still, in regard to using grounded theory in a flexible way, I tried to narrow the scope 
of the study. For example, the original subtitle of this research was A Comparative Study 
of Nordic Modern Furniture and Chinese Ming-style Furniture. This came about from my ob-
servations mainly of furniture in Finland and Danmark. It is not difficult to notice that in 
this text I have mentioned Danish designer Hans J. Wegner and his furniture many times. 
Wegner’s four Chinese style chairs are good samples to use in this topic since they are the 
best examples of the result of influence from Ming-style furniture. In order to narrow the 
research scope though, I gave up Wegner as a research sample, and instead I focused on 
Finnish designers and their design works. It is important to note though that this decision 
was made purely for research reasons. Further, it in no way means that Wegner is unim-
portant: Wegner is worth researching as an independent research topic.273
For the same purpose, in the Chinese part I only took the middle and upper classes and 
only chose the culture in the Suzhou area as my research samples. This was made possible 
due to the definition of Ming-style future I used. And through using an inductive method, 
this paper became, in a practical way, simpler and clearer from the beginning, and the 
conclusions are more accurate.
In the end of this research, some derived questions about design are still open. Since 
historically speaking Ming-style furniture is the acme of Chinese furniture design, and 
some of its characters have a modern design taste, which could even be seen as the basis for 
Finnish modern furniture, one of the best furniture designs nowadays, questions certainly 
arise: Where are the real opportunities to promote the design ideas of Ming-style furniture 
in modern life? Although a few Chinese furniture designers have tried to remind of the 
memory of Ming-style furniture and incorporate its design spirit into modern furniture 
design274, the outcome has so far not been rich, and some have not been successful. It still 
has a long way to go. 
When I focus on the problem of finding its current influence, the situation is complicat-
ed. In 1966 Aarnio’s VSOP Cognac Chair was almost the same as the stemmed Tulip Chair 
designed by Eero Saarinen a decade earlier. It was called “ho-hum variations” by Dietsch 
(see Dietsch, 2005, no page). And in 2008, Aarnio designed the Cognac XO which is almost 
the same as his VSOP Cognac Chair. It seems that this situation is continuing: “today the 
only people who copy Aarnio’s work are diligent Chinese product pirates, ‘My ideas are 
stolen a lot’ he says” (Scally, 2008, 13). As I mentioned above (see 6.1.4), the Chinese made 
an almost duplication of the Cognac XO. Besides this series case, Aarnio’s “Polaris Chair, 
also from 1966, looks like a knockoff of Mr. Eames’ fiberglass stacking chair from 1955” 
(Dietsch, 2005, no page). This is an ironic but quite normal phenomenon: designers cannot 
help borrowing idea from others, and cannot stop others from taking their own ideas. 
Yrjö Sepänmaa criticises this phenomenon that: “We can imitate, walk in someone’s 
footsteps, but this does not call for the same kind of creative ability and is, as such, more 
like dexterity and skillfulness” (Sepänmaa, 2014, 49). However he once said: “Anyway for 
273 The conclusion of this research came from the research on Finland and China, but not between 
any other country and China. As Finland and Denmark are both Nordic countries, furniture in these 
countries are always seen to belong to the same style, the Nordic School. However, before a comparison 
between Danish modern furniture and Chinese Ming-style furniture has been done, I cannot be sure 
that similar conclusions would be drawn, since every country has its own situation and character.  
274 See chapter 3 (3.3).
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imitation no matter for what reason and what extent, at least one thing is confirmed: imita-
tion works pay homage to the original version” (Sepänmaa, personal communication, 10, 
8, 2010). It could be seen as a black humour of Finnish people. I almost can read a little 
bit embarrassed optimistic emotion between the lines. From the view point of design and 
aesthetics, I tried to give my reply to the question of how designers get influence from oth-
ers properly275. It also could serve as an explanation for the success of Finnish designers’ 
learning from Ming-style furniture and a kind of criticism on the phenomenon of copy. 
Confucius said: “The relationship among gentlemen is harmonious but their characters 
are not completely the same. However, the relationship of vile persons is not harmoni-
ous although they look like the same” (Chen, 1996a, Vol.13, 244). That means a healthy 
relationship should be like this: although there is an influence, both of the two parts are 
independent but have tolerant attitudes or a same resonance in souls. Although Finnish 
modern furniture was influenced by Ming-style furniture to some extent, it always keeps 
a healthy relationship with Ming-style furniture because of its own independent thinking. 
I believe other researchers have good or even better opinions on it. For example, although 
Kukkapuro said that “design is always the start point and the essence”, he continued by 
saying that “this is a problem of system: design-product-market is one system; education-
design-management is another one” (op. cit. Fang, 2004b, 54). I could not find any Aarnio’s 
opinion on this topic, although it is known that this problem bothered him. So far this topic 
could be left open for my future research. Also it encourages other researches who are in-
terested in this topic to share their wisdom. 
I finish my work by reviewing the whole text from “form” to “form”: from the simple 
form of the physical appearance of the furniture that was noted at the beginning of the 
text to the form of not only appearance but also spirit that was not obvious to begin with. 
In finding the similarity between the forms of these two kinds of furniture, I started re-
search on the comparison. In comparing language and form, Gombrich said that although 
it was “created as a tool to help us find our way through the world of things, our language 
is notoriously poor when we try to analyze and categorize the inner world” (Gombrich, 
1980, 329). The expression of language is always specific, and therefore there is always no 
comprehensive and thorough exposition. But as form, the visual image makes sense. As 
a symbol, form presents all the characteristics of an object; is the appearance by which to 
show people how to use a certain piece of furniture, the purpose of design. 
In addition to factors about practical design such as function, technology and design 
idea, many other factors affect the form of furniture, for example aesthetics, people’s life-
style and even the ideological aspects such as social system and people’s national charac-
teristics. In different historical periods, the performance of the above factors was integrated 
into a certain design genre and style. When Alvin Toffler analysed the industrial revolution 
he said: “Any exploration of the causes of the industrial revolution is futile, because it does 
not have a simple reason or the main reason. …Just using economic factors one cannot ex-
plain this or other historical events. There is no other ‘independent constant factor’ which 
is above interdependent variables factors” (Toffler, 1983, 170). Toffler’s opinion helps us to 
search the complicated backgrounds and essences of design results, the form. Therefore, 
most of the time a form does not mean just that which can be seen; there should be content 
275 See chapter 6 (6.1.4).
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behind it, as Mack claimed: “Everything in this world has a hidden meaning. …Men, ani-
mals, trees, stars, they are all hieroglyphics” (Mack, 1996b. 8). Being simple, with limited 
vision, form contains the infinite cultural connotation. A figure is worth a thousand words: 
this is true in most cases.
In every design work the form is the first thing that is perceived by people’s eyes and 
is the final place where cultural meaning is located. After studying all the factors which 
affected the forms of Finnish modern furniture and Ming-style furniture, ultimately my 
line of thought returns to the forms of the two kinds of fascinating furniture. When look at, 
touch and use the two kinds of furniture again, I felt that they are much more than simple 
household objects. 
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